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EPILOGUE





PART ONE
When weather-beaten I come back ...

My body a sack of bones; broken within . . .





—John Donne




 ONE
SHE dreamed of Sanctuary. The great house gleamed bride-white in the moonlight, as majestic a force breasting the slope that reigned over eastern dunes and western marsh as a queen upon her throne. The house stood as it had for more than a century, a grand tribute to man’s vanity and brilliance, near the dark shadows of the forest of live oaks, where the river flowed in murky silence.
Within the shelter of trees, fireflies blinked gold, and night creatures stirred, braced to hunt or be hunted. Wild things bred there in shadows, in secret.
There were no lights to brighten the tall, narrow windows of Sanctuary. No lights to spread welcome over its graceful porches, its grand doors. Night was deep, and the breath of it moist from the sea. The only sound to disturb it was of wind rustling through the leaves of the great oaks and the dry clicking—like bony fingers—of the palm fronds. The white columns stood like soldiers guarding the wide veranda, but no one opened the enormous front door to greet her.
As she walked closer, she could hear the crunch of sand and shells on the road under her feet. Wind chimes tinkled, little notes of song. The porch swing creaked on its chain, but no one lazed upon it to enjoy the moon and the night.
The smell of jasmine and musk roses played on the air, underscored by the salty scent of the sea. She began to hear that too, the low and steady thunder of water spilling over sand and sucking back into its own heart.
The beat of it, that steady and patient pulse, reminded all who inhabited the island of Lost Desire that the sea could reclaim the land and all on it at its whim.
Still, her mood lifted at the sound of it, the music of home and childhood. Once she had run as free and wild through that forest as a deer, had scouted its marshes, raced along its sandy beaches with the careless privilege of youth.
Now, no longer a child, she was home again.
She walked quickly, hurrying up the steps, across the veranda, closing her hand over the big brass handle that glinted like a lost treasure.
The door was locked.
She twisted it right, then left, shoved against the thick mahogany panel. Let me in, she thought as her heart began to thud in her chest. I’ve come home. I’ve come back.
But the door remained shut and locked. When she pressed her face against the glass of the tall windows flanking it, she could see nothing but darkness within.
And was afraid.
She ran now, around the side of the house, over the terrace, where flowers streamed out of pots and lilies danced in chorus lines of bright color. The music of the wind chimes became harsh and discordant, the fluttering of fronds was a hiss of warning. She struggled with the next door, weeping as she beat her fists against it.
Please, please, don’t shut me out. I want to come home.
She sobbed as she stumbled down the garden path. She would go to the back, in through the screened porch. It was never locked—Mama said a kitchen should always be open to company.
But she couldn’t find it. The trees sprang up, thick and close, the branches and draping moss barred her way.
She was lost, tripping over roots in her confusion, fighting to see through the dark as the canopy of trees closed out the moon. The wind rose up and howled and slapped at her in flat-handed, punishing blows. Spears of saw palms struck out like swords. She turned, but where the path had been was now the river, cutting her off from Sanctuary. The high grass along its slippery banks waved madly.
It was then she saw herself, standing alone and weeping on the other bank.
It was then she knew she was dead.


JO fought her way out of the dream, all but felt the sharp edges of it scraping her skin as she dragged herself to the surface of the tunnel of sleep. Her lungs burned, and her face was wet with sweat and tears. With a trembling hand, she fumbled for the bedside lamp, knocking both a book and an overfilled ashtray to the floor in her hurry to break out of the dark.
When the light shot on, she drew her knees up close to her chest, wrapped her arms around them, and rocked herself calm.
It was just a dream, she told herself. Just a bad dream.
She was home, in her own bed, in her apartment and miles from the island where Sanctuary stood. A grown woman of twenty-seven had no business being spooked by a silly dream.
But she was still shaking when she reached for a cigarette. It took her three tries to manage to light a match.
Three-fifteen, she noted by the clock on the nightstand. That was becoming typical. There was nothing worse than the three A.M. jitters. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and bent down to pick up the overturned ashtray. She told herself she’d clean up the mess in the morning. She sat there, her oversized T-shirt bunched over her thighs, and ordered herself to get a grip.
She didn’t know why her dreams were taking her back to the island of Lost Desire and the home she’d escaped from at eighteen. But Jo figured any first-year psych student could translate the rest of the symbolism. The house was locked because she doubted anyone would welcome her if she did return home. Just lately, she’d given some thought to it but had wondered if she’d lost the way back.
And she was nearing the age her mother had been when she had left the island. Disappeared, abandoning her husband and three children without a second glance.
Had Annabelle ever dreamed of coming home, Jo wondered, and dreamed the door was locked to her?
She didn’t want to think about that, didn’t want to remember the woman who had broken her heart twenty years before. Jo reminded herself that she should be long over such things by now. She’d lived without her mother, and without Sanctuary and her family. She had even thrived—at least professionally.
Tapping her cigarette absently, Jo glanced around the bedroom. She kept it simple, practical. Though she’d traveled widely, there were few mementos. Except the photographs. She’d matted and framed the black-and-white prints, choosing the ones among her work that she found the most restful to decorate the walls of the room where she slept.
There, an empty park bench, the black wrought iron all fluid curves. And there, a single willow, its lacy leaves dipping low over a small, glassy pool. A moonlit garden was a study in shadow and texture and contrasting shapes. The lonely beach with the sun just breaking the horizon tempted the viewer to step inside the photo and feel the sand rough underfoot.
She’d hung that seascape only the week before, after returning from an assignment on the Outer Banks of North Carolina. Perhaps that was one reason she’d begun to think about home, Jo decided. She’d been very close. She could have traveled a bit south down to Georgia and ferried from the mainland to the island.
There were no roads to Desire, no bridges spanning its sound.
But she hadn’t gone south. She’d completed her assignment and come back to Charlotte to bury herself in her work.
And her nightmares.
She crushed out the cigarette and stood. There would be no more sleep, she knew, so she pulled on a pair of sweatpants. She would do some darkroom work, take her mind off things.
It was probably the book deal that was making her nervous, she decided, as she padded out of the bedroom. It was a huge step in her career. Though she knew her work was good, the offer from a major publishing house to create an art book from a collection of her photographs had been unexpected and thrilling.
Natural Studies, by Jo Ellen Hathaway, she thought as she turned into the small galley kitchen to make coffee. No, that sounded like a science project. Glimpses of Life? Pompous.
She smiled a little, pushing back her smoky red hair and yawning. She should just take the pictures and leave the title selection to the experts.
She knew when to step back and when to take a stand, after all. She’d been doing one or the other most of her life. Maybe she would send a copy of the book home. What would her family think of it? Would it end up gracing one of the coffee tables where an overnight guest could page through it and wonder if Jo Ellen Hathaway was related to the Hathaways who ran the Inn at Sanctuary?
Would her father even open it at all and see what she had learned to do? Or would he simply shrug, leave it untouched, and go out to walk his island? Annabelle’s island.
It was doubtful he would take an interest in his oldest daughter now. And it was foolish for that daughter to care.
Jo shrugged the thought away, took a plain blue mug from a hook. While she waited for the coffee to brew, she leaned on the counter and looked out her tiny window.
There were some advantages to being up and awake at three in the morning, she decided. The phone wouldn’t ring. No one would call or fax or expect anything of her. For a few hours she didn’t have to be anyone, or do anything. If her stomach was jittery and her head ached, no one knew the weakness but herself.
Below her kitchen window, the streets were dark and empty, slicked by late-winter rain. A streetlamp spread a small pool of light—lonely light, Jo thought. There was no one to bask in it. Aloneness had such mystery, she mused. Such endless possibilities.
It pulled at her, as such scenes often did, and she found herself leaving the scent of coffee, grabbing her Nikon, and rushing out barefoot into the chilly night to photograph the deserted street.
It soothed her as nothing else could. With a camera in her hand and an image in her mind, she could forget everything else. Her long feet splashed through chilly puddles as she experimented with angles. With absent annoyance she flicked at her hair. It wouldn’t be falling in her face if she’d had it trimmed. But she’d had no time, so it swung heavily forward in a tousled wave and made her wish for an elastic band.
She took nearly a dozen shots before she was satisfied. When she turned, her gaze was drawn upward. She’d left the lights on, she mused. She hadn’t even been aware she’d turned on so many on the trip from bedroom to kitchen.
Lips pursed, she crossed the street and focused her camera again. Calculating, she crouched, shot at an upward angle, and captured those lighted windows in the dark building. Den of the Insomniac, she decided. Then with a half laugh that echoed eerily enough to make her shudder, she lowered the camera again.
God, maybe she was losing her mind. Would a sane woman be out at three in the morning, half dressed and shivering, while she took pictures of her own windows?
She pressed her fingers against her eyes and wished more than anything else for the single thing that had always seemed to elude her. Normality.
You needed sleep to be normal, she thought. She hadn’t had a full night’s sleep in more than a month. You needed regular meals. She’d lost ten pounds in the last few weeks and had watched her long, rangy frame go bony. You needed peace of mind. She couldn’t remember if she had ever laid claim to that. Friends? Certainly she had friends, but no one close enough to call in the middle of the night to console her.
Family. Well, she had family, of sorts. A brother and sister whose lives no longer marched with hers. A father who was almost a stranger. A mother she hadn’t seen or heard from in twenty years.
Not my fault, Jo reminded herself as she started back across the street. It was Annabelle’s fault. Everything had changed when Annabelle had run from Sanctuary and left her baffled family crushed and heartbroken. The trouble, as Jo saw it, was that the rest of them hadn’t gotten over it. She had.
She hadn’t stayed on the island guarding every grain of sand like her father did. She hadn’t dedicated her life to running and caring for Sanctuary like her brother, Brian. And she hadn’t escaped into foolish fantasies or the next thrill the way her sister, Lexy, had.
Instead she had studied, and she had worked, and she had made a life for herself. If she was a little shaky just now, it was only because she’d overextended, was letting the pressure get to her. She was a little run-down, that was all. She’d just add some vitamins to her regimen and get back in shape.
She might even take a vacation, Jo mused as she dug her keys out of her pocket. It had been three years—no, four—since she had last taken a trip without a specific assignment. Maybe Mexico, the West Indies. Someplace where the pace was slow and the sun hot. Slowing down and clearing her mind. That was the way to get past this little blip in her life.
As she stepped back into the apartment, she kicked a small, square manila envelope that lay on the floor. For a moment she simply stood, one hand on the door, the other holding her camera, and stared at it.
Had it been there when she left? Why was it there in the first place? The first one had come a month before, had been waiting in her stack of mail, with only her name carefully printed across it.
Her hands began to shake again as she ordered herself to close the door, to lock it. Her breath hitched, but she leaned over, picked it up. Carefully, she set the camera aside, then unsealed the flap.
When she tapped out the contents, the sound she made was a long, low moan. The photograph was very professionally done, perfectly cropped. Just as the other three had been. A woman’s eyes, heavy-lidded, almond-shaped, with thick lashes and delicately arched brows. Jo knew their color would be blue, deep blue, because the eyes were her own. In them was stark terror.
When was it taken? How and why? She pressed a hand to her mouth, staring down at the photo, knowing her eyes mirrored the shot perfectly. Terror swept through her, had her rushing through the apartment into the small second bedroom she’d converted to a darkroom. Frantically she yanked open a drawer, pawed through the contents, and found the envelopes she’d buried there. In each was another black-and-white photo, cropped to two by six inches.
Her heartbeat was thundering in her ears as she lined them up. In the first the eyes were closed, as if she’d been photographed while sleeping. The others followed the waking process. Lashes barely lifted, showing only a hint of iris. In the third the eyes were open but unfocused and clouded with confusion.
They had disturbed her, yes, unsettled her, certainly, when she found them tucked in her mail. But they hadn’t frightened her.
Now the last shot, centered on her eyes, fully awake and bright with fear.
Stepping back, shivering, Jo struggled to be calm. Why only the eyes? she asked herself. How had someone gotten close enough to take these pictures without her being aware of it? Now, whoever it was had been as close as the other side of her front door.
Propelled by fresh panic, she ran into the living room, and frantically checked the locks. Her heart was battering against her ribs when she fell back against the door. Then the anger kicked in.
Bastard, she thought. He wanted her to be terrorized. He wanted her to hide inside those rooms, jumping at shadows, afraid to step outside for fear he’d be there watching. She who had always been fearless was playing right into his hands.
She had wandered alone through foreign cities, walked mean streets and empty ones, she’d climbed mountains and hacked through jungles. With the camera as her shield, she’d never given a thought to fear. And now, because of a handful of photos, her legs were jellied with it.
The fear had been building, she admitted now. Growing and spiking over the weeks, level by level. It made her feel helpless, so exposed, so brutally alone.
Jo pushed herself away from the door. She couldn’t and wouldn’t live this way. She would ignore it, put it aside. Bury it deep. God knew she was an expert at burying traumas, small and large. This was just one more.
She was going to drink her coffee and go to work.

BY eight she had come full circle—sliding through fatigue, arcing through nervous energy, creative calm, then back to fatigue.
She couldn’t work mechanically, not even on the most basic aspect of darkroom chores. She insisted on giving every step her full attention. To do so, she’d had to calm down, ditch both the anger and the fear. Over her first cup of coffee, she’d convinced herself she had figured out the reasoning behind the photos she’d been receiving. Someone admired her work and was trying to get her attention, engage her influence for their own.
That made sense.
Occasionally she lectured or gave workshops. In addition, she’d had three major shows in the last three years. It wasn’t that difficult or that extraordinary for someone to have taken her picture—several pictures, for that matter.
That was certainly reasonable.
Whoever it was had gotten creative, that was all. They’d enlarged the eye area, cropped it, and were sending the photos to her in a kind of series. Though the photos appeared to have been printed recently, there was no telling when or where they’d been taken. The negatives might be a year old. Or two. Or five.
They had certainly gotten her attention, but she’d overreacted, taken it too personally.
Over the last couple of years, she had received samples of work from admirers of hers. Usually there was a letter attached, praising her own photographs before the sender went into a pitch about wanting her advice or her help, or in a few cases, suggesting that they collaborate on a project.
The success she was enjoying professionally was still relatively new. She wasn’t yet used to the pressures that went along with commercial success, or the expectations, which could become burdensome.
And, Jo admitted as she ignored her unsteady stomach and sipped coffee that had gone stone cold, she wasn’t handling that success as well as she might.
She would handle it better, she thought, rolling her aching head on her aching shoulders, if everyone would just leave her alone to do what she did best.
Completed prints hung drying on the wet side of her darkroom. Her last batch of negatives had been developed and, sitting on a stool at her work counter, she slid a contact sheet onto her light board, then studied it, frame by frame, through her loupe.
For a moment she felt a flash of panic and despair. Every print she looked at was out of focus, blurry. Goddamn it, goddamn it, how could that be? Was it the whole roll? She shifted, blinked, and watched the magnified image of rising dunes and oat grass pop clear.
With a sound somewhere between a grunt and a laugh she sat back, rolled her tensed shoulders. “It’s not the prints that are blurry and out of focus, you idiot,” she muttered aloud. “It’s you.”
She set the loupe aside and closed her eyes to rest them. She lacked the energy to get up and make more coffee. She knew she should go eat, get something solid into her system. And she knew she should sleep. Stretch out on the bed, close everything off and crash.
But she was afraid to. In sleep she would lose even this shaky control.
She was beginning to think she should see a doctor, get something for her nerves before they frayed beyond repair. But that idea made her think of psychiatrists. Undoubtedly they would want to poke and pry inside her brain and dig up matters she was determined to forget.
She would handle it. She was good at handling herself. Or, as Brian had always said, she was good at elbowing everyone out of her way so she could handle everything herself.
What choice had she had—had any of them had when they’d been left alone to flounder on that damned spit of land miles from nowhere?
The rage that erupted inside her jolted her, it was so sudden, so powerful. She trembled with it, clenched her fists in her lap, and had to bite back the hot words she wanted to spit out at the brother who wasn’t even there.
Tired, she told herself. She was just tired, that was all. She needed to put work aside, take one of those over-the-counter sleeping aids she’d bought and had yet to try, turn off the phone and get some sleep. She would be steadier then, stronger.
When a hand fell on her shoulder, she ripped off a scream and sent her coffee mug flying.
“Jesus! Jesus, Jo!” Bobby Banes scrambled back, scattering the mail he carried on the floor.
“What are you doing? What the hell are you doing?” She bolted off the stool and sent it crashing, as he gaped at her.
“I—you said you wanted to get started at eight. I’m only a few minutes late.”
Jo fought for breath, gripped the edge of her worktable to keep herself upright. “Eight?”
Her student assistant nodded cautiously. He swallowed hard and kept his distance. To his eye she still looked wild and ready to attack. It was his second semester working with her, and he thought he’d learned how to anticipate her orders, gauge her moods, and avoid her temper. But he didn’t have a clue how to handle that hot fear in her eyes.
“Why the hell didn’t you knock?” she snapped at him.
“I did. When you didn’t answer, I figured you must be in here, so I used the key you gave me when you went on the last assignment.”
“Give it back. Now.”
“Sure. Okay, Jo.” Keeping his eyes on hers, he dug into the front pocket of his fashionably faded jeans. “I didn’t mean to spook you.”
Jo bit down on control and took the key he held out. There was as much embarrassment now, she realized, as fear. To give herself a moment, she bent down and righted her stool. “Sorry, Bobby. You did spook me. I didn’t hear you knock.”
“It’s okay. Want me to get you another cup of coffee?”
She shook her head and gave in to her knocking knees. As she slid onto the stool, she worked up a smile for him. He was a good student, she thought—a little pompous about his work yet, but he was only twenty-one.
She thought he was going for the artist-as-college-student look, with his dark blond hair in a shoulder-length ponytail, the single gold hoop earring accenting his long, narrow face. His teeth were perfect. His parents had believed in braces, she thought, running her tongue over her own slight overbite.
He had a good eye, she mused. And a great deal of potential. That was why he was here, after all. Jo was always willing to pay back what had been given to her.
Because his big brown eyes were still watching her warily, she put more effort into the smile. “I had a rough night.”
“You look like it.” He tried a smile of his own when she lifted a brow. “The art is in seeing what’s really there, right? And you look whipped. Couldn’t sleep, huh?”
Vain was one thing Jo wasn’t. She shrugged her shoulders and rubbed her tired eyes. “Not much.”
“You ought to try that melatonin. My mother swears by it.” He crouched to pick up the broken shards of the mug. “And maybe you could cut back on the coffee.”
He glanced up but saw she wasn’t listening. She’d gone on a side trip again, Bobby thought. A new habit of hers. He’d just about given up on getting his mentor into a healthier lifestyle. But he decided to give it one more shot.
“You’ve been living on coffee and cigarettes again.”
“Yeah.” She was drifting, half asleep where she sat.
“That stuff’ll kill you. And you need an exercise program. You’ve dropped about ten pounds in the last few weeks. With your height you need to carry more weight. And you’ve got small bones—you’re courting osteoporosis. Gotta build up those bones and muscles.”
“Uh-huh.”
“You ought to see a doctor. You ask me, you’re anemic. You got no color, and you could pack half your equipment in the bags under your eyes.”
“So nice of you to notice.”
He scooped up the biggest shards, dumped them in her waste can. Of course he’d noticed. She had a face that drew attention. It didn’t matter that she seemed to work overtime to fade into the background. He’d never seen her wear makeup, and she kept her hair pulled back, but anyone with an eye could see it should be framing that oval face with its delicate bones and exotic eyes and sexy mouth.
Bobby caught himself, felt heat rise to his cheeks. She would laugh at him if she knew he’d had a little crush on her when she first took him on. That, he figured, had been as much professional admiration as physical attraction. And he’d gotten over the attraction part. Mostly.
But there was no doubt that if she would do the minimum to enhance that magnolia skin, dab some color on that top-heavy mouth and smudge up those long-lidded eyes, she’d be a knockout.
“I could fix you breakfast,” he began. “If you’ve got something besides candy bars and moldy bread.”
Taking a long breath, Jo tuned in. “No, that’s okay. Maybe we’ll stop somewhere and grab something. I’m already running behind.”
She slid off the stool and crouched to pick up the mail.
“You know, it wouldn’t hurt you to take a few days off, focus on yourself. My mom goes to this spa down in Miami.”
His words were only a buzzing in her ear now. She picked up the manila envelope with her name printed neatly on it in block letters. She had to wipe a film of sweat from her brow. In the pit of her stomach was a sick ball that went beyond dread into fear.
The envelope was thicker than the others had been, weightier. Throw it away, her mind screamed out. Don’t open it. Don’t look inside.
But her fingers were already scraping along the flap. Low whimpering sounds escaped her as she tore at the little metal clasp. This time an avalanche of photos spilled out onto the floor. She snatched one up. It was a well-produced five-by-seven black-and-white.
Not just her eyes this time, but all of her. She recognized the background—a park near her building where she often walked. Another was of her in downtown Charlotte, standing on a curb with her camera bag over her shoulder.
“Hey, that’s a pretty good shot of you.”
As Bobby leaned down to select one of the prints, she slapped at his hand and snarled at him, “Keep away. Keep back. Don’t touch me.”
“Jo, I ...”
“Stay the hell away from me.” Panting, she dropped on all fours to paw frantically through the prints. There was picture after picture of her doing ordinary, everyday things. Coming out of the market with a bag of groceries, getting in or out of her car.
He’s everywhere, he’s watching me. Wherever I go, whatever I do. He’s hunting me, she thought, as her teeth began to chatter. He’s hunting me and there’s nothing I can do. Nothing, until . . .
Then everything inside her clicked off. The photograph in her hand shook as if a brisk breeze had kicked up inside the room. She couldn’t scream. There seemed to be no air inside her.
She simply couldn’t feel her body any longer.
The photograph was brilliantly produced, the lighting and use of shadows and textures masterful. She was naked, her skin glowing eerily. Her body was arranged in a restful pose, the fragile chin dipped down, the head gently angled. One arm draped across her midriff, the other was flung up over her head in a position of dreaming sleep.
But the eyes were open and staring. A doll’s eyes. Dead eyes.
For a moment, she was thrown helplessly back into her nightmare, staring at herself and unable to fight her way out of the dark.
But even through terror she could see the differences. The woman in the photo had a waving mass of hair that fanned out from her face. And the face was softer, the body riper than her own.
“Mama?” she whispered and gripped the picture with both hands. “Mama?”
“What is it, Jo?” Shaken, Bobby listened to his own voice hitch and dip as he stared into Jo’s glazed eyes. “What the hell is it?”
“Where are her clothes?” Jo tilted her head, began to rock herself. Her head was full of sounds, rushing, thundering sounds. “Where is she?”
“Take it easy.” Bobby took a step forward, started to reach down to take the photo from her.
Her head snapped up. “Stay away.” The color flashed back into her cheeks, riding high. Something not quite sane danced in her eyes. “Don’t touch me. Don’t touch her.”
Frightened, baffled, he straightened again, held both hands palms out. “Okay. Okay, Jo.”
“I don’t want you to touch her.” She was cold, so cold. She looked down at the photo again. It was Annabelle. Young, eerily beautiful, and cold as death. “She shouldn’t have left us. She shouldn’t have gone away. Why did she go?”
“Maybe she had to,” Bobby said quietly.
“No, she belonged with us. We needed her, but she didn’t want us. She’s so pretty.” Tears rolled down Jo’s cheeks, and the picture trembled in her hand. “She’s so beautiful. Like a fairy princess. I used to think she was a princess. She left us. She left us and went away. Now she’s dead.”
Her vision wavered, her skin went hot. Pressing the photo against her breasts, Jo curled into a ball and wept.
“Come on, Jo.” Gently, Bobby reached down. “Come on with me now. We’ll get some help.”
“I’m so tired,” she murmured, letting him pick her up as if she were a child. “I want to go home.”
“Okay. Just close your eyes now.”
The photo fluttered silently to the floor, facedown atop all the other faces. She saw writing on the back. Large bold letters.
DEATH OF AN ANGEL


Her last thought, as the dark closed in, was Sanctuary.




TWO
AT first light the air was misty, like a dream just about to vanish. Beams of light stabbed through the canopy of live oaks and glittered on the dew. The warblers and buntings that nested in the sprays of moss were waking, chirping out a morning song. A cock cardinal, a red bullet of color, shot through the trees without a sound.
It was his favorite time of day. At dawn, when the demands on his time and energy were still to come, he could be alone, he could think his thoughts. Or simply be.
Brian Hathaway had never lived anywhere but Desire. He’d never wanted to. He’d seen the mainland and visited big cities. He’d even taken an impulsive vacation to Mexico once, so it could be said he’d visited a foreign land.
But Desire, with all its virtues and flaws, was his. He’d been born there on a gale-tossed night in September thirty years before. Born in the big oak tester bed he now slept in, delivered by his own father and an old black woman who had smoked a corncob pipe and whose parents had been house slaves, owned by his ancestors.
The old woman’s name was Miss Effie, and when he was very young she often told him the story of his birth. How the wind had howled and the seas had tossed, and inside the great house, in that grand bed, his mother had borne down like a warrior and shot him out of her womb and into his father’s waiting arms with a laugh.
It was a good story. Brian had once been able to imagine his mother laughing and his father waiting, wanting to catch him.
Now his mother was long gone and old Miss Effie long dead. It had been a long, long time since his father had wanted to catch him.
Brian walked through the thinning mists, through huge trees with lichen vivid in pinks and red on their trunks, through the cool, shady light that fostered the ferns and shrubby palmettos. He was a tall, lanky man, very much his father’s son in build. His hair was dark and shaggy, his skin tawny, and his eyes cool blue. He had a long face that women found melancholy and appealing. His mouth was firm and tended to brood more than smile.
That was something else women found appealing—the challenge of making those lips curve.
The slight change of light signaled him that it was time to start back to Sanctuary. He had to prepare the morning meal for the guests.
Brian was as contented in the kitchen as he was in the forest. That was something else his father found odd about him. And Brian knew—with some amusement—that Sam Hathaway wondered if his son might be gay. After all, if a man liked to cook for a living, there must be something wrong with him.
If they’d been the type to discuss such matters openly, Brian would have told him that he could enjoy creating a perfect meringue and still prefer women for sex. He simply wasn’t inclined toward intimacy.
And wasn’t that tendency toward distance from others a Hathaway family trait?
Brian moved through the forest, as quietly as the deer that walked there. Suiting himself, he took the long way around, detouring by Half Moon Creek, where the mists were rising up from the water like white smoke and a trio of does sipped contentedly in the shimmering and utter silence.
There was time yet, Brian thought. There was always time on Desire. He indulged himself by taking a seat on a fallen log to watch the morning bloom.
The island was only two miles across at its widest, less than thirteen from point to point. Brian knew every inch of it, the sun-bleached sand of the beaches, the cool, shady marshes with their ancient and patient alligators. He loved the dune swales, the wonderful wet, undulating grassy meadows banked by young pines and majestic live oaks.
But most of all, he loved the forest, with its dark pockets and its mysteries.
He knew the history of his home, that once cotton and indigo had been grown there, worked by slaves. Fortunes had been reaped by his ancestors. The rich had come to play in this isolated little paradise, hunting the deer and the feral hogs, gathering shells, fishing both river and surf.
They’d held lively dances in the ballroom under the candle glow of crystal chandeliers, gambled carelessly at cards in the game room while drinking good southern bourbon and smoking fat Cuban cigars. They had lazed on the veranda on hot summer afternoons while slaves brought them cold glasses of lemonade.
Sanctuary had been an enclave for privilege, and a testament to a way of life that was doomed to failure.
More fortunes still had gone in and out of the hands of the steel and shipping magnate who had turned Sanctuary into his private retreat.
Though the money wasn’t what it had been, Sanctuary still stood. And the island was still in the hands of the descendants of those cotton kings and emperors of steel. The cottages that were scattered over it, rising up behind the dunes, tucked into the shade of the trees, facing the wide swath of Pelican Sound, passed from generation to generation, ensuring that only a handful of families could claim Desire as home.
So it would remain.
His father fought developers and environmentalists with equal fervor. There would be no resorts on Desire, and no well-meaning government would convince Sam Hathaway to make his island a national preserve.
It was, Brian thought, his father’s monument to a faithless wife. His blessing and his curse.
Visitors came now, despite the solitude, or perhaps because of it. To keep the house, the island, the trust, the Hathaways had turned part of their home into an inn.
Brian knew Sam detested it, resented every footfall on the island from an outsider. It was the only thing he could remember his parents arguing over. Annabelle had wanted to open the island to more tourists, to draw people to it, to establish the kind of social whirl her ancestors had once enjoyed. Sam had insisted on keeping it unchanged, untouched, monitoring the number of visitors and overnight guests like a miser doling out pennies. It was, in the end, what Brian believed had driven his mother away—that need for people, for faces, for voices.
But however much his father tried, he couldn’t hold off change any more than the island could hold back the sea.
Adjustments, Brian thought as the deer turned as a unit and bounded into the concealing trees. He didn’t care for adjustments himself, but in the case of the inn they had been necessary. And the fact was, he enjoyed the running of it, the planning, the implementing, the routine. He liked the visitors, the voices of strangers, observing their varying habits and expectations, listening to the occasional stories of their worlds.
He didn’t mind people in his life—as long as they didn’t intend to stay. In any case, he didn’t believe people stayed in the long run.
Annabelle hadn’t.
Brian rose, vaguely irritated that a twenty-year-old scar had unexpectedly throbbed. Ignoring it, he turned away and took the winding upward path toward Sanctuary.
When he came out of the trees, the light was dazzling. It struck the spray of a fountain and turned each individual drop into a rainbow. He looked at the back end of the garden. The tulips were rioting dependably. The sea pinks looked a little shaggy, and the ... what the hell was that purple thing anyway? he asked himself. He was a mediocre gardener at best, struggling constantly to keep up the grounds. Paying guests expected tended gardens as much as they expected gleaming antiques and fine meals.
Sanctuary had to be kept in tip-top shape to lure them, and that meant endless hours of work. Without paying guests, there would be no means for upkeep on Sanctuary at all. So, Brian thought, scowling down at the flowers, it was an endless cycle, a snake swallowing its own tail. A trap without a key.
“Ageratum.”
Brian’s head came up. He had to squint against the sunlight to bring the woman into focus. But he recognized the voice. It irritated him that she’d been able to walk up behind him that way. Then again, he always viewed Dr. Kirby Fitzsimmons as a minor irritation.
“Ageratum,” she repeated, and smiled. She knew she annoyed him, and considered it progress. It had taken nearly a year before she’d been able to get even that much of a reaction from him. “The flower you’re glaring at. Your gardens need some work, Brian.”
“I’ll get to it,” he said and fell back on his best weapon. Silence.
He never felt completely easy around Kirby. It wasn’t just her looks, though she was attractive enough if you went for the delicate blond type. Brian figured it was her manner, which was the direct opposite of delicate. She was efficient, competent, and seemed to know a little about every damn thing.
Her voice carried what he thought of as high-society New England. Or, when he was feeling less charitable, damn Yankee. She had those Yankee cheekbones, too. They set off sea-green eyes and a slightly turned-up nose. Her mouth was full—not too wide, not too small. It was just one more irritatingly perfect thing about her.
He kept expecting to hear that she’d gone back to the mainland, closed up the little cottage she’d inherited from her granny and given up on the notion of running a clinic on the island. But month after month she stayed, slowly weaving herself into the fabric of the place.
And getting under his skin.
She kept smiling at him, with that mocking look in her eyes, as she pushed back a soft wave of the wheat-colored hair that fell smoothly to her shoulders. “Beautiful morning.”
“It’s early.” He stuck his hands in his pockets. He never knew quite what to do with them around her.
“Not too early for you.” She angled her head. Lord, he was fun to look at. She’d been hoping to do more than look for months, but Brian Hathaway was one of the natives of this little spit of land that she was having trouble winning over. “I guess breakfast isn’t ready yet.”
“We don’t serve till eight.” He figured she knew that as well as he did. She came around often enough.
“I suppose I can wait. What’s the special this morning?”
“Haven’t decided.” Since there was no shaking her off, he resigned himself when she fell into step beside him.
“My vote’s for your cinnamon waffles. I could eat a dozen.” She stretched, linking her fingers as she lifted her arms overhead.
He did his best not to notice the way her cotton shirt strained over small, firm breasts. Not noticing Kirby Fitzsimmons had become a full-time job. He wound around the side of the house, through the spring blooms that lined the path of crushed shells. “You can wait in the guest parlor, or the dining room.”
“I’d rather sit in the kitchen. I like watching you cook.” Before he could think of a way around it, she’d stepped up into the rear screened porch and through the kitchen door.
As usual, it was neat as a pin. Kirby appreciated tidiness in a man, the same way she appreciated good muscle tone and a well-exercised brain. Brian had all three qualities, which was why she was interested in what kind of lover he’d make.
She figured she would find out eventually. Kirby always worked her way toward a goal. All she had to do was keep chipping away at that armor of his.
It wasn’t disinterest. She’d seen the way he watched her on the rare occasions when his guard was down. It was sheer stubbornness. She appreciated that as well. And the contrasts of him were such fun.
She knew as she settled on a stool at the breakfast bar that he would have little to say unless she prodded. That was the distance he kept between himself and others. And she knew he would pour her a cup of his really remarkable coffee, and remember that she drank it light. That was his innate hospitality.
Kirby let him have his quiet for a moment as she sipped the coffee from the steaming mug he’d set before her. She hadn’t been teasing when she’d said she liked to watch him cook.
A kitchen might have been a traditionally female domain, but this kitchen was all male. Just like its overseer, Kirby thought, with his big hands, shaggy hair, and tough face.
She knew—because there was little that one person on the island didn’t know about the others—that Brian had had the kitchen redone about eight years before. And he’d created the design, chosen the colors and materials. Had made it a working man’s room, with long granite-colored counters and glittering stainless steel.
There were three wide windows, framed only by curved and carved wood trim. A banquette in smoky gray was tucked under them for family meals, though, as far as she knew, the Hathaways rarely ate as a family. The floor was creamy white tile, the walls white and unadorned. No fancy work for Brian.
Yet there were homey touches in the gleam of copper pots that hung from hooks, the hanks of dried peppers and garlic, the shelf holding antique kitchen tools. She imagined he thought of them as practical rather than homey, but they warmed the room.
He’d left the old brick hearth alone, and it brought back reminders of a time when the kitchen had been the core of this house, a place for gathering, for lingering. She liked it in the winter when he lighted a fire there and the scent of wood burning mixed pleasurably with that of spicy stews or soups bubbling.
To her, the huge commercial range looked like something that required an engineering degree to operate. Then again, her idea of cooking was taking a package from the freezer and nuking it in the microwave.
“I love this room,” she said. He was whipping something in a large blue bowl and only grunted. Taking that as a response, Kirby slid off the stool to help herself to a second cup of coffee. She leaned in, just brushing his arm, and grinned at the batter in the bowl. “Waffles?”
He shifted slightly. Her scent was in his way. “That was what you wanted, wasn’t it?”
“Yeah.” Lifting her cup, she smiled at him over the rim. “It’s nice to get what you want. Don’t you think?”
She had the damnedest eyes, he thought. He’d believed in mermaids as a child. All of them had had eyes like Kirby’s. “It’s easy enough to get it if all you want is waffles.”
He stepped back, around her, and took a waffle iron out of a lower cabinet. After he’d plugged it in, he turned, and bumped into her. Automatically he lifted a hand to her arm to steady her. And left it there.
“You’re underfoot.”
She eased forward, just a little, pleased by the quick flutter in her stomach. “I thought I could help.”
“With what?”
She smiled, let her gaze wander down to his mouth, then back. “With whatever.” What the hell, she thought, and laid her free hand on his chest. “Need anything?”
His blood began to pump faster. His fingers tightened on her arm before he could prevent it. He thought about it, oh, he thought about it. What would it be like to push her back against the counter and take what she kept insisting on putting under his nose?
That would wipe the smirk off her face.
“You’re in my way, Kirby.”
He had yet to let her go. That, she thought, was definite progress. Beneath her hand his heartbeat was accelerated. “I’ve been in your way the best part of a year, Brian. When are you going to do something about it?”
She saw his eyes flicker before they narrowed. Her breathing took on an anticipatory hitch. Finally, she thought and leaned toward him.
He dropped her arm and stepped back, the move so unexpected and abrupt that this time she did nearly stumble. “Drink your coffee,” he said. “I’ve got work to do here.”
He had the satisfaction of seeing that he’d pushed one of her buttons for a change. The smirk was gone, all right. Her delicate brows were knit, and under them her eyes had gone dark and hot.
“Damn it, Brian. What’s the problem?”
Deftly, he ladled batter onto the heated waffle iron. “I don’t have a problem.” He slanted a look at her as he closed the lid. Her color was up and her mouth was thinned. Spitting mad, he thought. Good.
“What do I have to do?” She slammed her coffee cup down, sloshing the hot liquid onto his spotless counter. “Do I have to stroll in here naked?”
His lips twitched. “Well, now, that’s a thought, isn’t it? I could raise the rates around here after that.” He cocked his head. “That is, if you look good naked.”
“I look great naked, and I’ve given you numerous opportunities to find that out for yourself.”
“I guess I like to make my own opportunities.” He opened the refrigerator. “You want eggs with those waffles?”
Kirby clenched her fists, reminded herself that she’d taken a vow to heal, not harm, then spun on her heel. “Oh, stuff your waffles,” she muttered and stalked out the back door.
Brian waited until he heard the door slam before he grinned. He figured he had come out on top of that little tussle of wills and decided to treat himself to her waffles. He was just flipping them onto a plate when the door swung open.
Lexy posed for a moment, which both she and Brian knew was out of habit rather than an attempt to impress her brother. Her hair was a tousled mass of spiraling curls that flowed over her shoulders in her current favorite shade, Renaissance Red.
She liked the Titian influence and considered it an improvement over the Bombshell Blonde she’d worn the last few years. That was, she’d discovered, a bitch to maintain.
The color was only a few shades lighter and brighter than what God had given her, and it suited her skin tones, which were milky with a hint of rose beneath. She’d inherited her father’s changeable hazel eyes. This morning they were heavy, the color of cloudy seas, and already carefully accented with mascara and liner.
“Waffles,” she said. Her voice was a feline purr she’d practiced religiously and made her own. “Yum.”
Unimpressed, Brian cut the first bite as he stood, and shoveled it into his mouth. “Mine.”
Lexy tossed back her gypsy mane of hair, strolled over to the breakfast bar and pouted prettily. She fluttered her lashes and smiled when Brian set the plate in front of her. “Thanks, sweetie.” She laid a hand on his cheek and kissed the other.
Lexy had the very un-Hathaway-like habit of touching, kissing, hugging. Brian remembered that after their mother had left, Lexy had been like a puppy, always leaping into someone’s arms, looking for a snuggle. Hell, he thought, she’d only been four. He gave her hair a tug and handed her the syrup.
“Anyone else up?”
“Mmm. The couple in the blue room are stirring. Cousin Kate was in the shower.”
“I thought you were handling the breakfast shift this morning.”
“I am,” she told him with her mouth full.
He lifted a brow, skimmed his gaze over her short, thin, wildly patterned robe. “Is that your new waitress uniform?”
She crossed long legs and slipped another bite of waffle between her lips. “Like it?”
“You’ll be able to retire on the tips.”
“Yeah.” She gave a half laugh and pushed at the waffles on her plate. “That’s been my lifelong dream—serving food to strangers and clearing away their dirty plates, saving the pocket change they give me so I can retire in splendor.”
“We all have our little fantasies,” Brian said lightly and set a cup of coffee, loaded with cream and sugar, beside her. He understood her bitterness and disappointment, even if he didn’t agree with it. Because he loved her, he cocked his head and said, “Want to hear mine?”
“Probably has something to do with winning the Betty Crocker recipe contest.”
“Hey, it could happen.”
“I was going to be somebody, Bri.”
“You are somebody. Alexa Hathaway, Island Princess.”
She rolled her eyes before she picked up her coffee. “I didn’t last a year in New York. Not a damn year.”
“Who wants to?” The very idea gave him the creeps. Crowded streets, crowded smells, crowded air.
“It’s a little tough to be an actress on Desire.”
“Honey, you ask me, you’re doing a hell of a job of it. And if you’re going to sulk, take the waffles up to your room. You’re spoiling my mood.”
“It’s easy for you.” She shoved the waffles away. Brian nabbed the plate before it slid off the counter. “You’ve got what you want. Living in nowhere day after day, year after year. Doing the same thing over and over again. Daddy’s practically given the house over to you so he can tromp around the island all day to make sure nobody moves so much as one grain of his precious sand.”
She pushed herself up from the stool, flung out her arms. “And Jo’s got what she wants. Big-fucking-deal photographer, traveling all over the world to snap her pictures. But what do I have? Just what do I have? A pathetic résumé with a couple of commercials, a handful of walk-ons, and a lead in a three-act play that closed in Pittsburgh on opening night. Now I’m stuck here again, waiting tables, changing other people’s sheets. And I hate it.”
He waited a moment, then applauded. “Hell of a speech, Lex. And you know just what words to punch. You might want to work on the staging, though. The gestures lean toward grandiose.”
Her lips trembled, then firmed. “Damn you, Bri.” She jerked her chin up before stalking out.
Brian picked up her fork. Looked like he was two for two that morning, he thought, and decided to finish off her breakfast as well.


WITHIN an hour Lexy was all smiles and southern sugared charm. She was a skilled waitress—which had saved her from total poverty during her stint in New York—and served her tables with every appearance of pleasure and unhurried grace.
She wore a trim skirt just short enough to irritate Brian, which had been her intention, and a cap-sleeved sweater that she thought showed off her figure to best advantage. She had a good one and worked hard to keep it that way.
It was a tool of the trade whether waitressing or acting. As was her quick, sunny smile.
“Why don’t I warm that coffee up for you, Mr. Benson? How’s your omelette? Brian’s an absolute wonder in the kitchen, isn’t he?”
Since Mr. Benson seemed so appreciative of her breasts, she leaned over a bit further to give him full bang for his buck before moving to the next table.
“You’re leaving us today, aren’t you?” She beamed at the newlyweds cuddling at a corner table. “I hope y’all come back and see us again.”
She sailed through the room, gauging when a customer wanted to chat, when another wanted to be left alone. As usual on a weekday morning, business was light and she had plenty of opportunity to play the room.
What she wanted to play was packed houses, those grand theaters of New York. Instead, she thought, keeping that summer-sun smile firmly in place, she was cast in the role of waitress in a house that never changed, on an island that never changed.
It had all been the same for hundreds of years, she thought. Lexy wasn’t a woman who appreciated history. As far as she was concerned, the past was boring and as tediously carved in stone as Desire and its scattering of families.
Pendletons married Fitzsimmonses or Brodies or Verdons. The island’s Main Four. Occasionally one of the sons or daughters took a detour and married a mainlander. Some even moved away, but almost invariably they remained, living in the same cottages generation after generation, sprinkling a few more names among the permanent residents.
It was all so ... predictable, she thought, as she flipped her order pad brightly and beamed down at her next table.
Her mother had married a mainlander, and now the Hathaways reigned over Sanctuary. It was the Hathaways who had lived there, worked there, sweated time and blood over the keeping of the house and the protection of the island for more than thirty years now.
But Sanctuary still was, and always would be, the Pendleton house, high on the hill.
And there seemed to be no escaping from it.
She stuffed tips into her pocket and carried dirty plates away. The minute she stepped into the kitchen, her eyes went frigid. She shed her charm like a snake sheds its skin. It only infuriated her more that Brian was impervious to the cold shoulder she jammed in his face.
She dumped the dishes, snagged the fresh pot of coffee, then swung back into the dining room.
For two hours she served and cleared and replaced setups—and dreamed of where she wanted to be.
Broadway. She’d been so sure she could make it. Everyone had told her she had a natural talent. Of course, that was before she went to New York and found herself up against hundreds of other young women who’d been told the same thing.
She wanted to be a serious actress, not some airheaded bimbo who posed for lingerie ads and billed herself as an actress-model. She’d fully expected to start at the top. After all, she had brains and looks and talent.
Her first sight of Manhattan had filled her with a sense of purpose and energy. It was as if it had been waiting for her, she thought, as she calculated the tab for table six. All those people, and that noise and vitality. And, oh, the stores with those gorgeous clothes, the sophisticated restaurants, and the overwhelming sense that everyone had something to do, somewhere to go in a hurry.
She had something to do and somewhere to go too.
Of course, she’d rented an apartment that had cost far too much. But she hadn’t been willing to settle for some cramped little room. She treated herself to new clothes at Bendel’s, and a full day at Elizabeth Arden. That ate a large chunk out of her budget, but she considered it an investment. She wanted to look her best when she answered casting calls.
Her first month was one rude awakening after another. She’d never expected so much competition, or such desperation on the faces of those who lined up with her to audition for part after part.
And she did get a few offers—but most of them involved her auditioning on her back. She had too much pride and too much self-confidence for that.
Now that pride and self-confidence and, she was forced to admit, her own naïveté, had brought her full circle.
But it was only temporary, Lexy reminded herself. In a little less than a year she would turn twenty-five and then she’d come into her inheritance. What there was of it. She was going to take it back to New York, and this time she’d be smarter, more cautious, and more clever.
She wasn’t beaten, she decided. She was taking a sabbatical. One day she would stand onstage and feel all that love and admiration from the audience roll over her. Then she would be someone.
Someone other than Annabelle’s younger daughter.
She carried the last of the plates into the kitchen. Brian was already putting the place back into shape. No dirty pots and pans cluttered his sink, no spills and smears spoiled his counter. Knowing it was nasty, Lexy turned her wrist so that the cup stacked on top of the plates tipped, spilling the dregs of coffee before it shattered on the tile.
“Oops,” she said and grinned wickedly when Brian turned his head.
“You must enjoy being a fool, Lex,” he said coolly. “You’re so good at it.”
“Really?” Before she could stop herself, she let the rest of the dishes drop. They hit with a crash, scattering food and fragments of stoneware all over. “How’s that?”
“Goddamn it, what are you trying to prove? That you’re as destructive as ever? That somebody will always come behind you to clean up your mess?” He stomped to a closet, pulled out a broom. “Do it yourself.” He shoved the broom at her.
“I won’t.” Though she already regretted the impulsive act, she shoved the broom back at him. The colorful Fiestaware was like a ruined carnival at their feet. “They’re your precious dishes. You clean them up.”
“You’re going to clean it up, or I swear I’ll use this broom on your backside.”
“Just try it, Bri.” She went toe-to-toe with him. Knowing she’d been wrong was only a catalyst for standing her ground. “Just try it and I’ll scratch your damn eyes out. I’m sick to death of you telling me what to do. This is my house as much as it is yours.”
“Well, I see nothing’s changed around here.”
Their faces still dark with temper, both Brian and Lexy turned—and stared. Jo stood at the back door, her two suitcases at her feet and exhaustion in her eyes.
“I knew I was home when I heard the crash followed by the happy voices.”
In an abrupt and deliberate shift of mood, Lexy slid her arm through Brian’s, uniting them. “Look here, Brian, another prodigal’s returned. I hope we have some of that fatted calf left.”
“I’ll settle for coffee,” Jo said, and closed the door behind her.




THREE
JO stood at the window in the bedroom of her childhood. The view was the same. Pretty gardens patiently waiting to be weeded and fed. Mounds of alyssum were already golden and bluebells were waving. Violas were sunning their sassy little faces, guarded by the tall spears of purple iris and cheerful yellow tulips. Impatiens and dianthus bloomed reliably.
There were the palms, cabbage and saw, and beyond them the shady oaks where lacy ferns and indifferent wildflowers thrived.
The light was so lovely, gilded and pearly as the clouds drifted, casting soft shadows. The image was one of peace, solitude, and storybook perfection. If she’d had the energy, she’d have gone out now, captured it on film and made it her own.
She’d missed it. How odd, she thought, to realize only now that she’d missed the view from the window of the room where she’d spent nearly every night of the first eighteen years of her life.
She’d whiled away many hours gardening with her mother, learning the names of the flowers, their needs and habits, enjoying the feel of soil under her fingers and the sun on her back. Birds and butterflies, the tinkle of wind chimes, the drift of puffy clouds overhead in a soft blue sky were treasured memories from her early childhood.
Apparently she’d forgotten to hold on to them, Jo decided, as she turned wearily from the window. Any pictures she’d taken of the scene, with her mind or with her camera, had been tucked away for a very long time.
Her room had changed little as well. The family wing in Sanctuary still glowed with Annabelle’s style and taste. For her older daughter she’d chosen a gleaming brass half-tester bed with a lacy canopy and a complex and fluid design of cornices and knobs. The spread was antique Irish lace, a Pendleton heirloom that Jo had always loved because of its pattern and texture. And because it seemed so sturdy and ageless.
On the wallpaper, bluebells bloomed in cheerful riot over the ivory background, and the trim was honey-toned and warm.
Annabelle had selected the antiques—the globe lamps and maple tables, the dainty chairs and vases that had always held fresh flowers. She’d wanted her children to learn early to live with the precious and care for it. On the mantel over the little marble fireplace were candles and seashells. On the shelves on the opposite wall were books rather than dolls.
Even as a child, Jo had had little use for dolls.
Annabelle was dead. No matter how much of her stubbornly remained in this room, in this house, on this island, she was dead. Sometime in the last twenty years she had died, made her desertion complete and irrevocable.
Dear God, why had someone immortalized that death on film? Jo wondered, as she buried her face in her hands. And why had they sent that immortalization to Annabelle’s daughter?
DEATH OF AN ANGEL


Those words had been printed on the back of the photograph. Jo remembered them vividly. Now she rubbed the heel of her hand hard between her breasts to try to calm her heart. What kind of sickness was that? she asked herself. What kind of threat? And how much of it was aimed at herself?
It had been there, it had been real. It didn’t matter that when she got out of the hospital and returned to her apartment, the print was gone. She couldn’t let it matter. If she admitted she’d imagined it, that she’d been hallucinating, she would have to admit that she’d lost her mind.
How could she face that?
But the print hadn’t been there when she returned. All the others were, all those everyday images of herself, still scattered on the darkroom floor where she’d dropped them in shock and panic.
But though she searched, spent hours going over every inch of the apartment, she didn’t find the print that had broken her.
If it had never been there ... Closing her eyes, she rested her forehead on the window glass. If she’d fabricated it, if she’d somehow wanted that terrible image to be fact, for her mother to be exposed that way, and dead—what did that make her?
Which could she accept? Her own mental instability, or her mother’s death?
Don’t think about it now. She pressed a hand to her mouth as her breath began to catch in her throat. Put it away, just like you put the photographs away. Lock it up until you’re stronger. Don’t break down again, Jo Ellen, she ordered herself. You’ll end up back in the hospital, with doctors poking into both body and mind.
Handle it. She drew a deep, steadying breath. Handle it until you can ask whatever questions have to be asked, find whatever answers there are to be found.
She would do something practical, she decided, something ordinary, attempt the pretense, at least, of a normal visit home.
She’d already lowered the front of the slant-top desk and set one of her cameras on it. But as she stared at it she realized that was as much unpacking as she could handle. Jo looked at the suitcases lying on the lovely bedspread. The thought of opening them, of taking clothes out and hanging them in the armoire, folding them into drawers was simply overwhelming. Instead she sat down in a chair and closed her eyes.
What she needed to do was think and plan. She worked best with a list of goals and tasks, recorded in the order that would be the most practical and efficient. Coming home had been the only solution, so it was practical and efficient. It was, she promised herself, the first step. She just had to clear her mind, somehow—clear it and latch on to the next step.
But she drifted, nearly dreaming.
It seemed like only seconds had passed when someone knocked, but Jo found herself jerked awake and disoriented. She sprang to her feet, feeling ridiculously embarrassed to have nearly been caught napping in the middle of the day. Before she could reach the door, it opened and Cousin Kate poked her head in.
“Well, there you are. Goodness, Jo, you look like three days of death. Sit down and drink this tea and tell me what’s going on with you.”
It was so Kate, Jo thought, that frank, no-nonsense, bossy attitude. She found herself smiling as she watched Kate march in with the tea tray. “You look wonderful.”
“I take care of myself.” Kate set the tray on the low table in the sitting area and waved one hand at a chair. “Which, from the looks of you, you haven’t been doing. You’re too thin, too pale, and your hair’s a disaster of major proportions. But we’ll fix that.”
Briskly she poured tea from a porcelain teapot decked with sprigs of ivy into two matching cups. “Now, then.” She sat back, sipped, then angled her head.
“I’m taking some time off,” Jo told her. She’d driven down from Charlotte for the express purpose of giving herself time to rehearse her reasons and excuses for coming home. “A few weeks.”
“Jo Ellen, you can’t snow me.”
They’d never been able to, Jo thought, not any of them, not from the moment Kate had set foot in Sanctuary. She’d come days after Annabelle’s desertion to spend a week and was still there twenty years later.
They’d needed her, God knew, Jo thought, as she tried to calculate just how little she could get away with telling Katherine Pendleton. She sipped her tea, stalling.
Kate was Annabelle’s cousin, and the family resemblance was marked in the eyes, the coloring, the physical build. But where Annabelle, in Jo’s memory, had always seemed soft and innately feminine, Kate was sharp-angled and precise.
Yes, Kate did take care of herself, Jo agreed. She wore her hair boyishly short, a russet cap that suited her fox-at-alert face and practical style. Her wardrobe leaned toward the casual but never the sloppy. Jeans were always pressed, cotton shirts crisp. Her nails were neat and short and never without three coats of clear polish. Though she was fifty, she kept herself trim and from the back could have been mistaken for a teenage boy.
She had come into their lives at their lowest ebb and had never faltered. Had simply been there, managing details, pushing each of them to do whatever needed to be done next, and, in her no-nonsense way, bullying and loving them into at least an illusion of normality.
“I’ve missed you, Kate,” Jo murmured. “I really have.”
Kate stared at her a moment, and something flickered over her face. “You won’t soften me up, Jo Ellen. You’re in trouble, and you can choose to tell me or you can make me pry it out of you. Either way, I’ll have it.”
“I needed some time off.”
That, Kate mused, was undoubtedly true; she could tell just from the looks of the girl. Knowing Jo, she doubted very much if it was a man who’d put that wounded look in her eyes. So that left work. Work that took Jo to strange and faraway places, Kate thought. Often dangerous places of war and disaster. Work that she knew her young cousin had deliberately put ahead of a life and a family.
Little girl, Kate thought, my poor, sweet little girl. What have you done to yourself?
Kate tightened her fingers on the handle of her cup to keep them from trembling. “Were you hurt?”
“No. No,” Jo repeated and set her tea down to press her fingers to her aching eyes. “Just overwork, stress. I guess I overextended myself in the last couple of months. The pressure, that’s all.”
The photographs. Mama.
Kate drew her brows together. The line that formed between them was known, not so affectionately, as the Pendleton Fault Line. “What kind of pressure eats the weight off of you, Jo Ellen, and makes your hands shake?”
Defensively, Jo clasped those unsteady hands together in her lap. “I guess you could say I haven’t been taking care of myself.” Jo smiled a little. “I’m going to do better.”
Tapping her fingers on the arm of the chair, Kate studied Jo’s face. The trouble there went too deep to be only professional concerns. “Have you been sick?”
“No.” The lie slid off her tongue nearly as smoothly as planned. Very deliberately she blocked out the thought of a hospital room, almost certain that Kate would be able to see it in her mind. “Just a little run-down. I haven’t been sleeping well lately.” Edgy under Kate’s steady gaze, Jo rose to dig cigarettes out of the pocket of the jacket she’d tossed over a chair. “I’ve got that book deal—I wrote you about it. I guess it’s got me stressed out.” She flicked on her lighter. “It’s new territory for me.”
“You should be proud of yourself, not making yourself sick over it.”
“You’re right. Absolutely.” Jo blew out smoke and fought back the image of Annabelle, the photographs. “I’m taking some time off.”
It wasn’t all, Kate calculated, but it was enough for now. “It’s good you’ve come home. A couple of weeks of Brian’s cooking will put some meat on you again. And God knows we could use some help around here. Most of the rooms, and the cottages, are booked straight through the summer.”
“So business is good?” Jo asked without much interest.
“People need to get away from their own routines and pick up someone else’s. Most that come here are looking for quiet and solitude or they’d be in Hilton Head or on Jekyll. Still, they want clean linen and fresh towels.”
Kate tapped her fingers, thinking briefly of the work stretched out before her that afternoon. “Lexy’s been lending a hand,” she continued, “but she’s no more dependable than she ever was. Just as likely to run off for the day as to do what chores need doing. She’s dealing with some disappointments herself, and some growing-up pains.”
“Lex is twenty-four, Kate. She should be grown up by now.”
“Some take longer than others. It’s not a fault, it’s a fact.” Kate rose, always ready to defend one of her chicks, even if it was against the pecks of another.
“And some never learn to face reality,” Jo put in. “And spend their lives blaming everyone else for their failures and disappointments.”
“Alexa is not a failure. You were never patient enough with her—any more than she was with you. That’s a fact as well.”
“I never asked her to be patient with me.” Old resentments surfaced like hot grease on tainted water. “I never asked her, or any of them, for anything.”
“No, you never asked, Jo,” Kate said evenly. “You might have to give something back if you ask. You might have to admit you need them if you let them need you. Well, it’s time you all faced up to a few things. It’s been two years since the three of you have been in this house together.”
“I know how long it’s been,” Jo said bitterly. “And I didn’t get any more of a welcome from Brian and Lexy than I’d expected.”
“Maybe you’d have gotten more if you’d expected more.” Kate set her jaw. “You haven’t even asked about your father.”
Annoyed, Jo stabbed out her cigarette. “What would you like me to ask?”
“Don’t take that snippy tone with me, young lady. If you’re going to be under this roof, you’ll show some respect for those who provide it. And you’ll do your part while you’re here. Your brother’s had too much of the running of this place on his shoulders these last few years. It’s time the family pitched in. It’s time you were a family.”
“I’m not an innkeeper, Kate, and I can’t imagine that Brian wants me poking my fingers into his business.”
“You don’t have to be an innkeeper to do laundry or polish furniture or sweep the sand off the veranda.”
At the ice in her tone, Jo responded in defense and defiance. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t do my part, I just meant—”
“I know exactly what you meant, and I’m telling you, young lady, I’m sick to death of that kind of attitude. Every one of you children would rather sink over your heads in the marsh than ask one of your siblings for a helping hand. And you’d strangle on your tongue before you asked your daddy. I don’t know whether you’re competing or just being ornery, but I want you to put it aside while you’re here. This is home. By God, it’s time it felt like one.”
“Kate,” Jo began as Kate headed for the door.
“No, I’m too mad to talk to you now.”
“I only meant ...” When the door shut smartly, Jo let the air out of her lungs on a long sigh.
Her head was achy, her stomach knotted, and guilt was smothering her like a soaked blanket.
Kate was wrong, she decided. It felt exactly like home.


FROM the fringes of the marsh, Sam Hathaway watched a hawk soar over its hunting ground. Sam had hiked over to the landward side of the island that morning, leaving the house just before dawn. He knew Brian had gone out at nearly the same hour, but they hadn’t spoken. Each had his own way, and his own route.
Sometimes Sam took a Jeep, but more often he walked. Some days he would head to the dunes and watch the sun rise over the water, turning it bloody red, then golden, then blue. When the beach was all space and light and brilliance, he might walk for miles, his eyes keenly judging erosion, looking for any fresh buildup of sand.
He left shells where the water had tossed them.
He rarely ventured onto the interdune meadows. They were fragile, and every footfall caused damage and change. Sam fought bitterly against change.
There were days he preferred to wander to the edge of the forest, behind the dunes, where the lakes and sloughs were full of life and music. There were mornings he needed the stillness and dim light there rather than the thunder of waves and the rising sun. He could, like the patient heron waiting for a careless fish, stand motionless as minutes ticked by.
There were times among the ponds and stands of willow and thick film of duckweed that he could forget that any world existed beyond this, his own. Here, the alligator hidden in the reeds while it digested its last meal and the turtle sunning on the log, likely to become gator bait itself, were more real to him than people.
But it was a rare, rare thing for Sam to go beyond the ponds and into the shadows of the forest. Annabelle had loved the forest best.
Other days he was drawn here, to the marsh and its mysteries. Here was a cycle he could understand—growth and decay, life and death. This was nature and could be accepted. No man caused this or—as long as Sam was in control—would interfere with it.
At the edges he could watch the fiddler crabs scurrying, so busy in the mud that they made quiet popping sounds, like soapsuds. Sam knew that when he left, raccoons and other predators would creep along the mud, scrape out those busy crabs, and feast.
That was all part of the cycle.
Now, as spring came brilliantly into its own, the waving cordgrass was turning from tawny gold to green and the turf was beginning to bloom with the colors of sea lavender and oxeye. He had seen more than thirty springs come to Desire, and he never tired of it.
The land had been his wife’s, passed through her family from generation to generation. But it had become his the moment he’d set foot on it. Just as Annabelle had become his the moment he’d set eyes on her.
He hadn’t kept the woman, but through her desertion he had kept the land.
Sam was a fatalist—or had become one. There was no avoiding destiny.
The land had come to him from Annabelle, and he tended it carefully, protected it fiercely, and left it never.
Though it had been years since he’d turned in the night reaching out for the ghost of his wife, he could find her anywhere and everywhere he looked on Desire.
It was both his pain and his comfort.
Sam could see the exposed roots of trees where the river was eating away at the fringe of the marsh. Some said it was best to take steps to protect those fringes. But Sam believed that nature found its way. If man, whether with good intent or ill, set his own hand to changing that river’s course, what repercussions would it have in other areas?
No, he would leave it be and let the land and the sea, the wind and the rain fight it out.
From a few feet away, Kate studied him. He was a tall, wiry man with skin tanned and ruddy and dark hair silvering. His firm mouth was slow to smile, and slower yet were those changeable hazel eyes. Lines fanned out from those eyes, deeply scored and, in that oddity of masculinity, only enhancing his face.
He had large hands and feet, both of which he’d passed on to his son. Yet Kate knew Sam could move with an uncanny and soundless grace that no city dweller could ever master.
In twenty years he had never welcomed her nor expected her to leave. She had simply come and stayed and fulfilled a purpose. In weak moments, Kate allowed herself to wonder what he would think or do or say if she simply packed up and left.
But she didn’t leave, doubted she ever would.
She’d been in love with Sam Hathaway nearly every moment of those twenty years.
Kate squared her shoulders, set her chin. Though she suspected he already knew she was there, she knew he wouldn’t speak to her unless she spoke first.
“Jo Ellen came in on the morning ferry.”
Sam continued to watch the hawk circle. Yes, he’d known Kate was there, just as he’d known she had some reason she thought important that would have brought her to the marsh. Kate wasn’t one for mud and gators.
“Why?” was all he said, and extracted an impatient sigh from Kate.
“It’s her home, isn’t it?”
His voice was slow, as if the words were formed reluctantly. “Don’t figure she thinks of it that way. Hasn’t for a long time.”
“Whatever she thinks, it is her home. You’re her father and you’ll want to welcome her back.”
He got a picture of his older daughter in his mind. And saw his wife with a clarity that brought both despair and outrage. But only disinterest showed in his voice. “I’ll be up to the house later on.”
“It’s been nearly two years since she’s been home, Sam. For Lord’s sake, go see your daughter.”
He shifted, annoyed and uncomfortable. Kate had a way of drawing out those reactions in him. “There’s time, unless she’s planning on taking the ferry back to the mainland this afternoon. Never could stay in one place for long, as I recall. And she couldn’t wait to get shed of Desire.”
“Going off to college and making a career and a life for herself isn’t desertion.”
Though he didn’t move or make a sound, Kate knew the shaft had hit home, and was sorry she’d felt it necessary to hurl it. “She’s back now, Sam. I don’t think she’s up to going anywhere for a while, and that’s not the point.”
Kate marched up, took a firm hold on his arm, and turned him to face her. There were times you had to shove an obvious point in Sam’s face to make him see it, she thought. And that was just what she intended to do now.
“She’s hurting. She doesn’t look well, Sam. She’s lost weight and she’s pale as a sheet. She says she hasn’t been ill, but she’s lying. She looks like you could knock her down with a hard thought.”
For the first time a shadow of worry moved into his eyes. “Did she get hurt on her job?”
There, finally, Kate thought, but was careful not to show the satisfaction. “It’s not that kind of hurt,” she said more gently. “It’s an inside hurt. I can’t put my finger on it, but it’s there. She needs her home, her family. She needs her father.”
“If Jo’s got a problem, she’ll deal with it. She always has.”
“You mean she’s always had to,” Kate tossed back. She wanted to shake him until she’d loosened the lock he had snapped on his heart. “Damn it, Sam, be there for her.”
He looked beyond Kate, to the marshes. “She’s past the point where she needs me to bandage up her bumps and scratches.”
“No, she’s not.” Kate dropped her hand from his arm. “She’s still your daughter. She always will be. Belle wasn’t the only one who went away, Sam.” She watched his face close in as she said it and shook her head fiercely. “Brian and Jo and Lexy lost her, too. But they shouldn’t have had to lose you.”
His chest had tightened, and he turned away to stare out over the marsh, knowing that the pressure inside him would ease again if he was left alone. “I said I’d be up to the house later on. Jo Ellen has something to say to me, she can say it then.”
“One of these days you’re going to realize you’ve got something to say to her, to all of them.”
She left him alone, hoping he would realize it soon.




FOUR
BRIAN stood in the doorway of the west terrace and studied his sister. She looked frail, he noted, skittish. Lost somehow, he thought, amid the sunlight and flowers. She still wore the baggy trousers and oversized lightweight sweater that she’d arrived in, and had added a pair of round wire-framed sunglasses. Brian imagined that Jo wore just such a uniform when she hunted her photographs, but at the moment it served only to add to the overall impression of an invalid.
Yet she’d always been the tough one, he remembered. Even as a child she’d insisted on doing everything herself, on finding the answers, solving the puzzles, fighting the fights.
She’d been fearless, climbing higher in any tree, swimming farther beyond the waves, running faster through the forest. Just to prove she could, Brian mused. It seemed to him Jo Ellen had always had something to prove.
And after their mother had gone, Jo had seemed hell-bent on proving she needed no one and nothing but herself.
Well, Brian decided, she needed something now. He stepped out, saying nothing as she turned her head and looked at him from behind the tinted lenses. Then he sat down on the glider beside her and put the plate he’d brought out in her lap.
“Eat,” was all he said.
Jo looked down at the fried chicken, the fresh slaw, the golden biscuit. “Is this the lunch special?”
“Most of the guests went for the box lunch today. Too nice to eat inside.”
“Cousin Kate said you’ve been busy.”
“Busy enough.” Out of habit, he pushed off with his foot and set the glider in motion. “What are you doing here, Jo?”
“Seemed like the thing to do at the time.” She lifted a drumstick, bit in. Her stomach did a quick pitch and roll as if debating whether to accept food. Jo persisted and swallowed. “I’ll do my share, and I won’t get in your way.”
Brian listened to the squeak of the glider for a moment, thought about oiling the hinges. “I haven’t said you were in my way, as I recollect,” he said mildly.
“In Lexy’s way, then.” Jo took another bite of chicken, scowled at the soft-pink ivy geraniums spilling over the edges of a concrete jardiniere carved with chubby cherubs. “You can tell her I’m not here to cramp her style.”
“Tell her yourself.” Brian opened the thermos he’d brought along and poured freshly squeezed lemonade into the lid. “I’m not stepping between the two of you so I can get my ass kicked from both sides.”
“Fine, stay out of it, then.” Her head was beginning to ache, but she took the cup and sipped. “I don’t know why the hell she resents me so much.”
“Can’t imagine.” Brian drawled it before he lifted the thermos and drank straight from the lip. “You’re successful, famous, financially independent, a rising star in your field. All the things she wants for herself.” He picked up the biscuit and broke it in half, handing a portion to Jo as the steam burst out. “I can’t think why that’d put her nose out of joint.”
“I did it by myself for myself. I didn’t work my butt off to get to this point to show her up.” Without thinking, she stuffed a bite of biscuit in her mouth. “It’s not my fault she’s got some childish fantasy about seeing her name in lights and having people throw roses at her feet.”
“Your seeing it as childish doesn’t make the desire any less real for her.” He held up a hand before Jo could speak. “And I’m not getting in the middle. The two of you are welcome to rip the hide off each other in your own good time. But I’d say right now she could take you without breaking a sweat.”
“I don’t want to fight with her,” Jo said wearily. She could smell the wisteria that rioted over the nearby arched iron trellis—another vivid memory of childhood. “I didn’t come here to fight with anyone.”
“That’ll be a change.”
That lured a ghost of a smile to her lips. “Maybe I’ve mellowed.”
“Miracles happen. Eat your slaw.”
“I don’t remember you being so bossy.”
“I’ve cut back on mellow.”
With what passed as a chuckle, Jo picked up her fork and poked at the slaw. “Tell me what’s new around here, Bri, and what’s the same.” Bring me home, she thought, but couldn’t say it. Bring me back.
“Let’s see, Giff Verdon built on another room to the Verdon cottage.”
“Stop the presses.” Then Jo’s brow furrowed. “Young Giff, the scrawny kid with the cowlick. The one who was always mooning over Lex?”
“That’s the one. Filled out some, Giff has, and he’s right handy with a hammer and saw. Does all our repair work now. Still moons over Lexy, but I’d say he knows what he wants to do about it now.”
Jo snorted and, without thinking, shoveled in more slaw. “She’ll eat him alive.”
Brian shrugged. “Maybe, but I think she’ll find him tougher to chew up than she might expect. The Sanders girl, Rachel, she got herself engaged to some college boy in Atlanta. Going to move there come September.”
“Rachel Sanders.” Jo tried to conjure up a mental image. “Was she the one with the lisp or the one with the giggle?”
“The giggle—sharp enough to make the ears bleed.” Satisfied that Jo was eating, Brian stretched an arm over the back of the glider and relaxed. “Old Mrs. Fitzsimmons passed on more than a year back.”
“Old Mrs. Fitzsimmons,” Jo murmured. “She used to shuck oysters on her porch, with that lazy hound of hers sleeping at her feet beside the rocker.”
“The hound passed, too, right after. Guess he didn’t see much point in living without her.”
“She let me take pictures of her,” Jo remembered. “When I was a kid, just learning. I still have them. A couple weren’t bad. Mr. David helped me develop them. I must have been such a pest, but she just sat there in her rocker and let me practice on her.”
Sitting back, Jo fell into the rhythm of the glider, as slow and monotonous as the rhythm of the island. “I hope it was quick and painless.”
“She died in her sleep at the ripe old age of ninety-six. Can’t do much better than that.”
“No.” Jo closed her eyes, the food forgotten. “What was done with her cottage?”
“Passed down. The Pendletons bought most of the Fitzsimmons land back in 1923, but she owned her house and the little spit of land it sits on. Went to her granddaughter.” Brian lifted the thermos again, drank deeply this time. “A doctor. She’s set up a practice here on the island.”
“We have a doctor on Desire?” Jo opened her eyes, lifted her brows. “Well, well. How civilized. Are people actually going to her?”
“Seems they are, little by little, anyway. She’s dug her toes in.”
“She must be the first new permanent resident here in what, ten years?”
“Thereabouts.”
“I can’t imagine why ...” Jo trailed off as it struck her. “It’s not Kirby, is it? Kirby Fitzsimmons? She spent summers here a couple of years running when we were kids.”
“I guess she liked it well enough to come back.”
“I’ll be damned. Kirby Fitzsimmons, and a doctor, of all things.” Pleasure bloomed, a surprising sensation she nearly didn’t recognize. “We used to pal around together some. I remember the summer Mr. David came to take photographs of the island and brought his family.”
It cheered her to think of it, the young friend with the quick northern voice, the adventures they’d shared or imagined together. “You would run off with his boys and wouldn’t give me the time of day,” Jo continued. “When I wasn’t pestering Mr. David to let me take pictures with his camera, I’d go off with Kirby and look for trouble. Christ, that was twenty years ago if it was a day. It was the summer that . . .”
Brian nodded, then finished the thought. “The summer that Mama left.”
“It’s all out of focus,” Jo murmured, and the pleasure died out of her voice. “Hot sun, long days, steamy nights so full of sound. All the faces.” She slipped her fingers under her glasses to rub at her eyes. “Getting up at sunrise so I could follow Mr. David around. Bolting down cold ham sandwiches and cooling off in the river. Mama dug out that old camera for me—that ancient box Brownie—and I would run over to the Fitzsimmons cottage and take pictures until Mrs. Fitzsimmons told Kirby and me to scoot. There were hours and hours, so many hours, until the sun went down and Mama called us home for supper.”
She closed her eyes tight. “So much, so many images, yet I can’t bring any one of them really clear. Then she was gone. One morning I woke up ready to do all the things a long summer day called for, and she was just gone. And there was nothing to do at all.”
“Summer was over,” Brian said quietly. “For all of us.”
“Yeah.” Her hands had gone trembly again. Jo reached in her pockets for cigarettes. “Do you ever think about her?”
“Why would I?”
“Don’t you ever wonder where she went? What she did?” Jo took a jerky drag. In her mind she saw long-lidded eyes empty of life. “Or why?”
“It doesn’t have anything to do with me.” Brian rose, took the plate. “Or you. Or any of us anymore. It’s twenty years past that summer, Jo Ellen, and a little late to worry about it now.”
She opened her mouth, then shut it again when Brian turned and walked back into the house. But she was worried about it, she thought. And she was terrified.


LEXY was still steaming as she climbed over the dunes toward the beach. Jo had come back, she was sure, to flaunt her success and her snazzy life. And the fact that she’d arrived at Sanctuary hard on the heels of Lexy’s own failure didn’t strike Lexy as coincidence.
Jo would flap her wings and crow in triumph, while Lexy would have to settle for eating crow. The thought of it made her blood boil as she raced along the tramped-down sand through the dunes, sending sand flying from her sandals.
Not this time, she promised herself. This time she would hold her head up, refuse to be cast as inferior in the face of Jo’s latest triumph, latest trip, latest wonder. She wasn’t going to play the hotshot’s baby sister any longer. She’d outgrown that role, Lexy assured herself. And it was high time everyone realized it.
There was a scattering of people on the wide crescent of beach. They had staked their claims with their blankets and colorful umbrellas. She noted several with the brightly striped box lunches from Sanctuary.
The scents of sea and lotions and fried chicken assaulted her nostrils. A toddler shoveled sand into a red bucket while his mother read a paperback novel in the shade of a portable awning. A man was slowly turning into a lobster under the merciless sun. Two couples she had served that morning were sharing a picnic and laughing together over the clever voice of Annie Lennox on their portable stereo.
She didn’t want them—any of them—to be there. On her beach, in her personal crisis. To dismiss them, she turned and walked away from the temporary development, down the curve of beach.
She saw the figure out in the water, the gleam of tanned, wet shoulders, the glint of sun-bleached hair. Giff was a reliable creature of habit, she thought, and he was just exactly what the doctor called for. He invariably took a quick swim during his afternoon break. And, Lexy knew, he had his eye on her.
He hadn’t made a secret of it, she mused, and she wasn’t one to resent the attentions of an attractive man. Particularly when she needed her ego soothed. She thought a little flirtation, and the possibility of mindless sex, might put the day back on track.
People said her mother had been a flirt. Lexy hadn’t been old enough to remember anything more than vague images and soft scents when it came to Annabelle, but she believed she’d come by her skill at flirtation naturally. Her mother had enjoyed looking her best, smiling at men. And if the theory of a secret lover was fact, Annabelle had done more than smile at at least one man.
In any case, that’s what the police had concluded after months of investigation.
Lexy thought she was good at sex; she had been told so often enough to consider it a fine personal skill. As far as she was concerned, there was little else that compared to it for shouldering away tension and being the focus of someone’s complete attention.
And she liked it, all the hot, slick sensations that went with it. It hardly mattered that most men didn’t have a clue whether a woman was thinking about them or the latest Hollywood pretty boy while it was going on. As long as she performed well and remembered the right lines.
Lexy considered herself born to perform.
And she decided it was time to open that velvet curtain for Giff Verdon.
She dropped the towel she’d brought with her onto the packed sand. She didn’t have a doubt that he was watching her. Men did. As if onstage, Lexy put her heart into the performance. Standing near the edge of the water, she slipped off her sunglasses, let them fall heedlessly onto the towel. Slowly, she stepped out of her sandals, then, taking the hem of the short-skirted sundress she wore, she lifted it, making the movements a lazy striptease. The bikini underneath covered little more than a stripper’s G-string and pasties would have.
Dropping the thin cotton, she shook her head, skimmed her hair back with both hands, then walked with a siren’s swagger of hips into the sea.
Giff let the next wave roll over him. He knew that every movement, every gesture Lexy made was deliberate. It didn’t seem to make any difference. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, couldn’t prevent his body from going tight and hard and needy as she stood there, all luscious curves and pale gold skin, with her hair spiraling down like sun-kissed flames.
As she walked into the water, and it moved up her body, he imagined what it would be like to rock himself inside her to the rhythm of the waves. She was watching him too, he noted, her eyes picking up the green of the sea, and laughing.
She dipped down, rose up again with her hair shiny and wet, water sliding off her skin. And she laughed out loud.
“Water’s cold today,” she called out. “And a little rough.”
“You don’t usually come in till June.”
“Maybe I wanted it cold today.” She let the wave carry her closer. “And rough.”
“It’ll be colder and rougher tomorrow,” he told her. “Rain’s coming.”
“Mmm.” She floated on her back a moment, studying the pale blue sky. “Maybe I’ll come back.” Letting her feet sink, she began to tread water as she watched him.
She’d grown accustomed to his dark brown eyes watching her like a puppy when they were teenagers. They were the same age, had grown up all but shoulder to shoulder, but she noticed there had been a few changes in him during her year in New York.
His face had fined down, and his mouth seemed firmer and more confident. The long lashes that had caused the boys to tease him mercilessly in his youth no longer seemed feminine. His light brown hair was needle-straight and streaked from the sun. When he smiled at her, dimples—another curse of his youth—dented his cheeks.
“See something interesting?” he asked her.
“I might.” His voice matched his face, she decided. All grown-up and male. The flutter in her stomach was satisfying, and unexpectedly strong. “I just might.”
“I figure you had a reason for swimming out here mostly naked. Not that I didn’t enjoy the view, but you want to tell me what it is? Or do you want me to guess?”
She laughed, kicking against the current to keep a teasing distance between them. “Maybe I just wanted to cool off.”
“I imagine so.” He smiled back, satisfied that he understood her better than she could ever imagine. “I heard Jo came in on the morning ferry.”
The smile slid away from her face and left her eyes cold. “So what?”
“So, you want to blow off some steam? Want to use me to do it?” When she hissed at him and started to kick out to swim back to shore, he merely nipped her by the waist. “I’ll oblige you,” he said as she tried to wiggle free. “I’ve been wanting to anyway.”
“Get your hands—” The end of her demand was lost in a surprised grunt against his mouth. She’d never expected reliable Giff Verdon to move so quickly, or so decisively.
She hadn’t realized his hands were so big, or so hard, or that his mouth would be so ... sexy as it crushed down on hers with the cool tang of the sea clinging to it. For form’s sake she shoved against him, but ruined it with a throaty little moan as her lips parted and invited more.
She tasted exactly as he’d imagined—hot and ready, the sex kitten mouth slippery and wet. The fantasies he’d woven for over ten years simply fell apart and reformed in fresh, wild colors threaded with helpless love and desperate need.
When she wrapped her legs around his waist, rocked her body against his, he was lost.
“I want you.” He tore his mouth from hers to race it along her throat while the waves tossed them about and into a tangle of limbs. “Damn you, Lex, you know I’ve always wanted you.”
Water flowed over her head, filled it with roaring. The sea sucked her down, made her giddy. Then she was in the dazzling sunlight again with his mouth fused to hers.
“Now, then. Right now.” She panted it out, amazed at how real the need was, that tight, hot little ball of it. “Right here.”
He’d wanted her like this as long as he could remember. Ready and willing and eager. His body pulsed toward pain with the need to be in her, and of her. And he knew if he let that need rule, he would take her and lose her in one flash.
Instead he slid his hands down from her waist to cup and knead her bottom, used his thumbs to torment her until her eyes went dark and blind. “I’ve waited, Lex.” And let her go. “So can you.”
She struggled to stay above the waves, sputtered out water as she gaped at him. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“I’m not interested in scratching your itch and then watching you walk off purring.” He lifted a hand to push back his dripping hair. “When you’re ready for more than that, you know where to find me.”
“You son of a bitch.”
“You go work off your mad, honey. We’ll talk when you’ve had time to think it through calm.” His hand shot out, grabbed her arm. “When I make love with you, that’s going to be it for both of us. You’ll want to think about that too.”
She shoved his hand away. “Don’t you touch me again, Giff Verdon.”
“I’m going to do more than touch you,” he told her as she dove under to swim toward shore. “I’m going to marry you,” he said, only loud enough for his own ears. He let out a long breath as he watched her stride out of the water. “Unless I kill myself first.”
To ease the throbbing in his system, he sank under the water. But as the taste of her continued to cling to his mouth, he decided he was either the smartest man on Desire or the stupidest.


JO had just drummed up the energy to take a walk and had reached the edges of the garden when Lexy stormed up the path. She hadn’t bothered to towel off, so the little sundress was plastered against her like skin. Jo straightened her shoulders, lifted an eyebrow.
“Well, how’s the water?”
“Go to hell.” Breath heaving, humiliation still stinging, Lexy planted her feet. “Just go straight to hell.”
“I’m beginning to think I’ve already arrived. And so far my welcome’s been pretty much as expected.”
“Why should you expect anything? This place means nothing to you and neither do we.”
“How do you know what means anything to me, Lexy?”
“I don’t see you changing sheets, clearing tables. When’s the last time you scrubbed a toilet or mopped a damn floor?”
“Is that what you’ve been doing this afternoon?” Jo skimmed her gaze up Lexy’s damp and sandy legs to her dripping hair. “Must have been some toilet.”
“I don’t have to explain myself to you.”
“Same goes, Lex.” When Jo started to move past, Lexy grabbed her arm and jerked.
“Why did you come back here?”
Weariness swamped her suddenly, made her want to weep. “I don’t know. But it wasn’t to hurt you. It wasn’t to hurt anybody. And I’m too tired to fight with you now.”
Baffled, Lexy stared at her. The sister she knew would have waded in with words, scraped flesh with sarcasm. She’d never known Jo to tremble and back off. “What happened to you?”
“I’ll let you know when I figure it out.” Jo shook off the hand blocking her. “Leave me alone, and I’ll do the same for you.”
She walked quickly down the path, took its curve toward the sea. She barely glanced at the dune swale with its glistening grasses, never looked up to follow the flight of the gull that called stridently. She needed to think, she told herself. Just an hour or two of quiet thought. She would figure out what to do, how to tell them. If she should tell them at all.
Could she tell them about her breakdown? Could she tell anyone that she’d spent two weeks in the hospital because her nerves had snapped and something in her mind had tilted? Would they be sympathetic, ambivalent, or hostile?
And what did it matter?
How could she tell them about the photograph? No matter how often she was at sword’s point with them, they were her family. How could she put them through that, dredging up the pain and the past? And if any of them demanded to see it, she would have to tell them it was gone.
Just like Annabelle.
Or it had never existed.
They would think her mad. Poor Jo Ellen, mad as a hatter.
Could she tell them she’d spent days trembling inside her apartment, doors locked, after she’d left the hospital? That she would catch herself searching mindlessly, frantically, for the print that would prove she wasn’t really ill?
And that she had come home, because she’d finally had to accept that she was ill. That if she had stayed locked in that apartment alone for another day, she would never have found the courage to leave it again.
Still, the print was so clear in her mind. The texture, the tones, the composition. Her mother had been young in the photograph. And wasn’t that the way Jo remembered her—young? The long waving hair, the smooth skin? If she was going to hallucinate about her mother, wouldn’t she have snapped to just that age?
Nearly the same age she herself was now, Jo thought. That was probably another reason for all the dreams, the fears, the nerves. Had Annabelle been as restless and as edgy as her daughter was? Had there been a lover after all? There had been whispers of that, even a child had been able to hear them. There’d been no hint of one, no suspicion of infidelity before the desertion. But afterward the rumors had been rife, and tongues had clucked and wagged.
But then, Annabelle would have been discreet, and clever. She had given no hint of her plans to leave, yet she had left.
Wouldn’t Daddy have known? Jo wondered. Surely a man knew if his wife was restless and dissatisfied and unhappy. She knew they had argued over the island. Had that been enough to do it, to make Annabelle so unhappy that she would turn her back on her home, her husband, her children? Hadn’t he seen it, or had he even then been oblivious to the feelings of the people around him?
It was so hard to remember if it had ever been different. But surely there had once been laughter in that house. Echoes of it still lingered in her mind. Quick snapshots of her parents embracing in the kitchen, of her mother laughing, of walking on the beach with her father’s hand holding hers.
They were dim pictures, faded with time as if improperly fixed, but they were there. And they were real. If she had managed to block so many memories of her mother out of her mind, then she could also bring them back. And maybe she would begin to understand.
Then she would decide what to do.
The crunch of a footstep made her look up quickly. The sun was behind him, casting him in shadow. A cap shielded his eyes. His stride was loose and leggy.
Another long-forgotten picture snapped into her mind. She saw herself as a little girl with flyaway hair racing down the path, giggling, calling, then leaping high. And his arms had reached out to catch her, to toss her high, then hug her close.
Jo blinked the picture away and the tears that wanted to come with it. He didn’t smile, and she knew that no matter how she worked to negate it, he saw Annabelle in her.
She lifted her chin and met his eyes. “Hello, Daddy.”
“Jo Ellen.” He stopped a foot away and took her measure. He saw that Kate had been right. The girl looked ill, pale, and strained. Because he didn’t know how to touch her, didn’t believe she would welcome the touch in any case, he dipped his hands into his pockets. “Kate told me you were here.”
“I came in on the morning ferry,” she said, knowing the information was unnecessary.
For a difficult moment they stood there, more awkward than strangers. Sam shifted his feet. “You in trouble?”
“I’m just taking some time off.”
“You look peaked.”
“I’ve been working too hard.”
Frowning, he looked deliberately at the camera hanging from a strap around her neck. “Doesn’t look like you’re taking time off to me.”
In an absent gesture, she cupped a hand under the camera. “Old habits are hard to break.”
“They are that.” He huffed out a breath. “There’s a pretty light on the water today, and the waves are up. Guess it’d make a nice picture.”
“I’ll check it out. Thanks.”
“Take a hat next time. You’ll likely burn.”
“Yes, you’re right. I’ll remember.”
He could think of nothing else, so he nodded and started up the path, moving past her. “Mind the sun.”
“I will.” She turned away quickly, walking blindly now because she had smelled the island on him, the rich, dark scent of it, and it broke her heart.


MILES away in the hot red glow of the darkroom light, he slipped paper, emulsion side up, into a tray of developing fluid. It pleased him to re-create the moment from so many years before, to watch it form on the paper, shadow by shadow and line by line.
He was nearly done with this phase and wanted to linger, to draw out all the pleasure before he moved on.
He had driven her back to Sanctuary. The idea made him chuckle and preen. Nothing could have been more perfect. It was there that he wanted her. Otherwise he would have taken her before, half a dozen times before.
But it had to be perfect. He knew the beauty of perfection and the satisfaction of working carefully toward creating it.
Not Annabelle, but Annabelle’s daughter. A perfect circle closing. She would be his triumph, his masterpiece.
Claiming her, taking her, killing her.
And every stage of it would be captured on film. Oh, how Jo would appreciate that. He could barely wait to explain it all to her, the one person he was certain would understand his ambition and his art.
Her work drew him, and his understanding of it made him feel intimate with her already. And they would become more intimate yet.
Smiling, he shifted the print from the developing tray to the stop bath, swishing it through before lifting it into the fixer. Carefully, he checked the temperature of the wash, waiting patiently until the timer rang and he could switch on the white light and examine the print.
Beautiful, just beautiful. Lovely composition. Dramatic lighting—such a perfect halo over the hair, such lovely shadows to outline the body and highlight skin tones. And the subject, he thought. Perfection.
When the print was fully fixed, he lifted it out of the tray and into the running water of the wash. Now he could allow himself to dream of what was to come.
He was closer to her than ever, linked to her through the photographs that reflected each of their lives. He could barely wait to send her the next. But he knew he must choose the time with great care.
On the worktable beside him a battered journal lay open, its precisely written words faded from time.
The decisive moment is the ultimate goal in my work. Capturing that short, passing event where all the elements, all the dynamics of a subject reach a peak. What more decisive moment can there be than death? And how much more control can the photographer have over this moment, over the capturing of it on film, than to plan and stage and cause that death? That single act joins subject and artist, makes him part of the art, and the image created.
Since I will kill only one woman, manipulate only one decisive moment, I have chosen her with great care.
Her name is Annabelle.
With a quiet sigh, he hung the print to dry and turned on the white light to better study it.
“Annabelle,” he murmured. “So beautiful. And your daughter is the image of you.”
He left Annabelle there, staring, staring, and went out to complete his plans for his stay on Desire.




 FIVE
THE ferry steamed across Pelican Sound, heading east to Lost Desire. Nathan Delaney stood at the starboard rail as he had once before as a ten-year-old boy. It wasn’t the same ferry, and he was no longer a boy, but he wanted to re-create the moment as closely as possible.
It was cool with the breeze off the water, and the scent of it was raw and mysterious. It had been warmer before, but then it had been late May rather than mid-April.
Close enough, he thought, remembering how he and his parents and his young brother had all crowded together at the starboard rail of another ferry, eager for their first glimpse of Desire and the start of their island summer.
He could see little difference. Spearing up from the land were the majestic live oaks with their lacy moss, cabbage palms, and glossyleaved magnolias not yet in bloom.
Had they been blooming then? A young boy eager for adventure paid little attention to flowers.
He lifted the binoculars that hung around his neck. His father had helped him aim and focus on that long-ago morning so that he could catch the quick dart of a woodpecker. The expected tussle had followed because Kyle had demanded the binoculars and Nathan hadn’t wanted to give them up.
He remembered his mother laughing at them, and his father bending down to tickle Kyle to distract him. In his mind, Nathan could see the picture they had made. The pretty woman with her hair blowing, her dark eyes sparkling with amusement and excitement. The two young boys, sturdy and scrubbed, squabbling. And the man, tall and dark, long of leg and rangy of build.
Now, Nathan thought, he was the only one left. Somehow he had grown up into his father’s body, had gone from sturdy boy to a man with long legs and narrow hips. He could look in a mirror and see reflections of his father’s face in the hollow cheeks and dark gray eyes. But he had his mother’s mouth, firmly ridged, and her deep brown hair with hints of gold and red. His father had said it was like aged mahogany.
Nathan wondered if children were really just montages of their parents. And he shuddered.
Without the binoculars he watched the island take shape. He could see the wash of color from wildflowers—pinks and violets from lupine and wood sorrel. A scatter of houses was visible, a few straight or winding roads, the flash of a creek that disappeared into the trees. Mystery was added by the dark shadows of the forest where feral pigs and horses had once lived, the gleam of the marshes and the blades of waving grasses gold and green in the streaming morning sunlight.
It was all hazed with distance, like a dream.
Then he saw the gleam of white on a rise, the quick wink that was sun shooting off glass. Sanctuary, he thought, and kept it in his sights until the ferry turned toward the dock and the house was lost from view.
Nathan turned from the rail and walked back to his Jeep. When he was settled inside with only the hum of the ferry’s engines for company, he wondered if he was crazy coming back here, exploring the past, in some ways repeating it.
He’d left New York, packed everything that mattered into the Jeep. It was surprisingly little. Then again, he’d never had a deepseated need for things. That had made his life simpler through the divorce two years before. Maureen had been the collector, and it saved them both a great deal of time and temper when he offered to let her strip the West Side apartment.
Christ knew she’d taken him up on it and had left him with little more than his own clothes and a mattress.
That chapter of his life was over, and for nearly two years now he’d devoted himself to his work. Designing buildings was as much a passion as a career for him, and with New York as no more than a home base, he had traveled, studying sites, working wherever he could set up his drawing board and computer. He’d given himself the gift of time to study other buildings, explore the art of them, from the great cathedrals in Italy and France to the streamlined desert homes in the American Southwest.
He’d been free, his work the only demand on his time and on his heart.
Then he had lost his parents, suddenly, irrevocably. And had lost himself. He wondered why he felt he could find the pieces on Desire.
But he was committed to staying at least six months. Nathan took it as a good sign that he’d been able to book the same cottage his family had lived in during that summer. He knew he would listen for the echo of their voices and would hear them with a man’s ear. He would see their ghosts with a man’s eyes.
And he would return to Sanctuary with a man’s purpose.
Would they remember him? The children of Annabelle?
He would soon find out, he decided, when the ferry bumped up to the dock.
He waited his turn, watching as the blocks were removed from the tires of the pickup ahead of him. A family of five, he noted, and from the gear he could see that they would be camping at the facility the island provided. Nathan shook his head, wondering why anyone would choose to sleep in a tent on the ground and consider it a vacation.
The light dimmed as clouds rolled over the sun. Frowning, he noted that they were coming in fast, flying in from the east. Rain could come quickly to barrier islands, he knew. He remembered it falling in torrents for three endless days when he’d been there before. By day two he and Kyle had been at each other’s throats like young wolves.
It made him smile now and wonder how in God’s name his mother had tolerated it.
He drove slowly off the ferry, then up the bumpy, pitted road leading away from the dock. With his windows open he could hear the cheerfully blaring rock and roll screaming out of the truck’s radio. Camper Family, he thought, was already having a great time, impending rain or not. He was determined to follow their example and enjoy the morning.
He would have to face Sanctuary, of course, but he would approach it as an architect. He remembered that its heart was a glorious example of the Colonial style—wide verandas, stately columns, tall, narrow windows. Even as a child he’d been interested enough to note some of the details.
Gargoyle rainspouts, he recalled, that personalized rather than detracted from the grand style. He’d scared the piss out of Kyle by telling him they came alive at night and prowled.
There was a turret, with a widow’s walk circling it. Balconies jutting out with ornate railings of stone or iron. The chimneys were softhued stones mined from the mainland, the house itself fashioned of local cypress and oak.
There was a smokehouse that had still been in use, and slave quarters that had been falling to ruin, where he and Brian and Kyle had found a rattler curled in a dark corner.
There were deer in the forest and alligators in the marshes. Whispers of pirates and ghosts filled the air. It was a fine place for young boys and grand adventures. And for dark and dangerous secrets.
He passed the western marshlands with their busy mud and thin islands of trees. The wind had picked up, sending the cordgrass rippling. Along the edge two egrets were on patrol, their long legs like stilts in the shallow water.
Then the forest took over, lush and exotic. Nathan slowed, letting the truck ahead of him rattle out of sight. Here was stillness, and those dark secrets. His heart began to pound uncomfortably, and his hands tightened on the wheel. This was something he’d come to face, to dissect, and eventually to understand.
The shadows were thick, and the moss dripped from the trees like webs of monstrous spiders. To test himself he turned off the engine. He could hear nothing but his own heartbeat and the voice of the wind.
Ghosts, he thought. He would have to look for them there. And when he found them, what then? Would he leave them where they drifted, night after night, or would they continue to haunt him, muttering to him in his sleep?
Would he see his mother’s face, or Annabelle’s? And which one would cry out the loudest?
He let out a long breath, caught himself reaching for the cigarettes he’d given up over a year before. Annoyed, he turned the ignition key but got only a straining rumble in return. He pumped the gas, tried it again with the same results.
“Well, shit,” he muttered. “That’s perfect.”
Sitting back, he tapped his fingers restlessly on the wheel. The thing to do, of course, was to get out and look under the hood. He knew what he would see. An engine. Wires and tubes and belts. Nathan figured he knew as much about engines and wires and tubes as he did about brain surgery. And being broken down on a deserted road was exactly what he deserved for letting himself be talked into buying a friend’s secondhand Jeep.
Resigned, he climbed out and popped the hood. Yep, he thought, just as he’d suspected. An engine. He leaned in, poked at it, and felt the first fat drop of rain hit his back.
“Now it’s even more perfect.” He shoved his hands in the front pockets of his jeans and scowled, continued to scowl while the rain pattered on his head.
He should have known something was up when his friend had cheerfully tossed in a box of tools along with the Jeep. Nathan considered hauling them out and beating on the engine with a wrench. It was unlikely to work, but it would at least be satisfying.
He stepped back, then froze as the ghost stepped out of the forest shadows and watched him.
Annabelle.
The name swam through his mind, and his gut clenched in defense. She stood in the rain, still as a doe, her smoky red hair damp and tangled, those big blue eyes quiet and sad. His knees threatened to give way, and he braced a hand on the fender.
Then she moved, pushed back her wet hair. And started toward him. He saw then that it was no ghost, but a woman. It was not Annabelle, but, he was sure, it was Annabelle’s daughter.
He let out the breath he’d been holding until his heart settled again.
“Car trouble?” Jo tried to keep her voice light. The way he was staring at her made her wish she’d stayed in the trees and let him fend for himself. “I take it you’re not standing here in the rain taking in the sights.”
“No.” It pleased him that his voice was normal. If there was an edge to it, the situation was cause enough to explain it. “It won’t start.”
“Well, that’s a problem.” He looked vaguely familiar, she thought. A good face, strong and bony and male. Interesting eyes as well, she mused, pure gray and very direct. If she were inclined to portrait photography, he’d have been a fine subject. “Did you find the trouble?”
Her voice was honey over cream, gorgeously southern. It helped him relax. “I found the engine,” he said and smiled. “Just where I suspected it would be.”
“Uh-huh. And now?”
“I’m deciding how long I should look at it and pretend I know what I’m looking at before I get back in out of the rain.”
“You don’t know how to fix your car?” she asked, with such obvious surprise that he bristled.
“No, I don’t. I also own shoes and don’t have a clue how to tan leather.” He started to yank down the hood, but she raised a hand to hold it open.
“I’ll take a look.”
“What are you, a mechanic?”
“No, but I know the basics.” Elbowing him aside, she checked the battery connections first. “These look all right, but you’re going to want to keep an eye on them for corrosion if you’re spending any time on Desire.”
“Six months or so.” He leaned in with her. “What am I keeping my eye on?”
“These. Moisture can play hell with engines around here. You’re crowding me.”
“Sorry.” He shifted his position. Obviously she didn’t remember him, and he decided to pretend he didn’t remember her. “You live on the island?”
“Not anymore.” To keep from bumping it on the Jeep, Jo moved the camera slung around her neck to her back.
Nate stared at it, felt the low jolt. It was a high-end Nikon. Compact, quieter and more rugged than other designs, it was often a professional’s choice. His father had had one. He had one himself.
“Been out taking pictures in the rain?”
“Wasn’t raining when I left,” she said absently. “Your fan belt’s going to need replacing before long, but that’s not your problem now.” She straightened, and though the skies had opened wide, seemed oblivious to the downpour. “Get in and try it so I can hear what she sounds like.”
“You’re the boss.”
Her lips twitched as he turned and climbed back into the Jeep. No doubt his male ego was dented, she decided. She cocked her head as the engine groaned. Lips pursed, she leaned back under the hood. “Again!” she called out to him, muttering to herself. “Carburetor.”
“What?”
“Carburetor,” she repeated and opened the little metal door with her thumb. “Turn her over again.”
This time the engine roared to life. With a satisfied nod, she shut the hood and walked around to the driver’s side window. “It’s sticking closed, that’s all. You’re going to want to have it looked at. From the sound of it, you need a tune-up anyway. When’s the last time you had it in?”
“I just bought it a couple of weeks ago. From a former friend.”
“Ah. Always a mistake. Well, it should get you where you’re going now.”
When she started to step back, he reached through the window for her hand. It was narrow, he noted, long, both elegant and competent. “Listen, let me give you a lift. It’s pouring, and it’s the least I can do.”
“It’s not necessary. I can—”
“I could break down again.” He shot her a smile, charming, easy, persuasive. “Who’ll fix my carburetor?”
It was foolish to refuse, she knew. More foolish to feel trapped just because he had her hand. She shrugged. “All right, then.” She gave her hand a little tug, was relieved when he immediately released it. She jogged around the Jeep and climbed dripping into the passenger seat.
“Well, the interior’s in good shape.”
“My former friend knows me too well.” Nathan turned on the wipers and looked at Jo. “Where to?”
“Up this road, then bear right at the first fork. Sanctuary isn’t far—but then nothing is on Desire.”
“That’s handy. I’m heading to Sanctuary myself.”
“Oh?” The air in the cab was thick and heavy. The driving rain seemed to cut them off from everything, misting out the trees, muffling all the sound. Reason enough to be uncomfortable, she told herself, but she was sufficiently annoyed with her reaction to angle her head and meet his eyes directly. “Are you staying at the big house?”
“No, just picking up keys for the cottage I’m renting.”
“For six months, you said?” It relieved her when he began to drive, turned those intense gray eyes away from her face and focused on the road. “That’s a long vacation.”
“I brought work with me. I wanted a change of scene for a while.”
“Desire’s a long way from home,” she said, then smiled a little when he glanced at her. “Anyone from Georgia can spot a Yankee. Even if you keep your mouth shut, you move differently.” She pushed her wet hair back. If she’d walked, Jo thought, she’d have been spared making conversation. But talk was better than the heavy, raindrenched silence. “You’ve got Little Desire Cottage, by the river.”
“How do you know?”
“Oh, everybody knows everything around here. But my family rents the cottages, runs them and the inn, the restaurant. As it happens I was assigned Little Desire, stocked the linens and so forth just yesterday for the Yankee who’s coming to stay for six months.”
“So you’re my mechanic, landlord, and housekeeper. I’m a lucky man. Who exactly do I call if my sink backs up?”
“You open the closet and take out the plunger. If you need instructions for use, I’ll write them down for you. Here’s the fork.”
Nathan bore right and climbed. “Let’s try that again. If I wanted to grill a couple of steaks, chill a bottle of wine, and invite you to dinner, who would I call?”
Jo turned her head and gave him a cool look. “You’d have better luck with my sister. Her name is Alexa.”
“Does she fix carburetors?”
With a half laugh, Jo shook her head. “No, but she’s very decorative and enjoys invitations from men.”
“And you don’t?”
“Let’s just say I’m more selective than Lexy.”
“Ouch.” Whistling, Nathan rubbed a hand over his heart. “Direct hit.”
“Just saving us both some time. There’s Sanctuary,” she murmured.
He watched it appear through the curtain of rain, swim out of the thin mists that curled at its base. It was old and grand, as elegant as a Southern Belle dressed for company. Definitely feminine, Nate thought, with those fluid lines all in virginal white. Tall windows were softened by arched trim, and pretty ironwork adorned balconies where flowers bloomed out of clay pots of soft red.
Her gardens glowed, the blooms heavy-headed with rain, like bowing fairies at her feet.
“Stunning,” Nathan said, half to himself. “The more recent additions blend perfectly with the original structure. Accent rather than modernize. It’s a masterful harmony of styles, classically southern without being typical. It couldn’t be more perfect if the island had been designed for it rather than it being designed for the island.”
Nathan stopped at the end of the drive before he noticed that Jo was staring at him. For the first time there was curiosity in her eyes.
“I’m an architect,” he explained. “Buildings like this grab me right by the throat.”
“Well, then, you’ll probably want a tour of the inside.”
“I’d love one, and I’d owe you at least one steak dinner for that.”
“You’ll want my cousin Kate to show you around. She’s a Pendleton,” Jo added as she opened her door. “Sanctuary came down through the Pendletons. She knows it best. Come inside. You can dry off some and pick up the keys.”
She hurried up the steps, paused on the veranda to shake her head and scatter rain from her hair. She waited until he stepped up beside her.
“Jesus, look at this door.” Reverently, Nathan ran his fingertips over the rich, carved wood. Odd that he’d forgotten it, he thought. But then, he had usually raced in through the screened porch and through the kitchen.
“Honduran mahogany,” Jo told him. “Imported in the early eighteen-hundreds, long before anyone worried about depleting the rain forests. But it is beautiful.” She turned the heavy brass handle and stepped with him into Sanctuary.
“The floors are heart of pine,” she began and blocked out an unbidden image of her mother patiently paste-waxing them. “As are the main stairs, and the banister is oak carved and constructed here on Desire when it was a plantation, dealing mostly in Sea Island cotton. The chandelier is more recent, an addition purchased in France by the wife of Stewart Pendleton, the shipping tycoon who rebuilt the main house and added the wings. A great deal of the furniture was lost during the War Between the States, but Stewart and his wife traveled extensively and selected antiques that suited them and Sanctuary.”
“He had a good eye,” Nathan commented, scanning the wide, high-ceilinged foyer with its fluid sweep of glossy stairs, its glittering fountain of crystal light.
“And a deep pocket,” Jo put in. Telling herself to be patient, she stood where she was and let him wander.
The walls were a soft, pale yellow that would give the illusion of cool during those viciously hot summer afternoons. They were trimmed in dark wood that added richness with carved moldings framing the high plaster ceiling.
The furnishings here were heavy and large in scale, as befitted a grand entranceway. A pair of George II armchairs with shell-shaped backs flanked a hexagonal credence table that held a towering brass urn filled with sweetly scented lilies and wild grasses.
Though he didn’t collect antiques himself—or anything else, for that matter—he was a man who studied all aspects of buildings, including what went inside them. He recognized the Flemish cabinet-on-stand in carved oak, the giltwood pier mirror over a marquetry candle stand, the delicacy of Queen Anne and the flash of Louis XIV. And he found the mix of periods and styles inspired.
“Incredible.” His hands tucked in his back pockets, he turned back to Jo. “Hell of a place to live, I’d say.”
“In more ways than one.” Her voice was dry, and just a little bitter. It had him lifting a brow in question, but she added nothing more. “We do registration in the front parlor.”
She turned down the hallway, stepped into the first room on the right. Someone had started a fire, she observed, probably in anticipation of the Yankee, and to keep the guests at the inn cheerful on a rainy day if they wandered through.
She went to the huge old Chippendale writing desk and opened the top side drawer, flipped through the paperwork for the rental cottages. Upstairs in the family wing was an office with a workaday file cabinet and a computer Kate was still struggling to learn about. But guests were never subjected to such drearily ordinary details.
“Little Desire Cottage,” Jo announced, sliding the contract free. She noted it had already been stamped to indicate receipt of the deposit and signed by both Kate and one Nathan Delaney.
Jo laid the paperwork aside and opened another drawer to take out the keys jingling from a metal clip that held the cottage name. “This one is for both the front and the rear doors, and the smaller one is for the storage room under the cottage. I wouldn’t store anything important in there if I were you. Flooding is a hazard that near the river.”
“I’ll remember that.”
“I took care of setting up the telephone yesterday. All calls will be billed directly to the cottage and added to your bill monthly.” She opened another drawer and took out a slim folder. “You’ll find the usual information and answers in this packet. The ferry schedule, tide information, how to rent fishing or boating gear if you want it. There’s a pamphlet that describes the island—history, flora and fauna—Why are you staring at me like that?” she demanded.
“You’ve got gorgeous eyes. It’s hard not to look at them.”
She shoved the folder into his hands. “You’d be better off looking at what’s in here.”
“All right.” Nathan opened it, began to page through. “Are you always this jittery, or do I bring that out in you?”
“I’m not jittery, I’m impatient. Not all of us are on vacation. Do you have any questions—that pertain to the cottage or the island?”
“I’ll let you know.”
“Directions to your cottage are in the folder. If you’d just initial the contract here, to confirm receipt of the keys and information, you can be on your way.”
He smiled again, intrigued at how rapidly her southern hospitality was thinning. “I wouldn’t want to wear out my welcome,” he said, taking the pen she offered him. “Since I intend to come back.”
“Breakfast, lunch, and dinner are served in the inn’s dining room. The service hours are also listed in your folder. Box lunches are available for picnics.”
The more she talked, the more he enjoyed hearing her voice. She smelled of rain and nothing else and looked—when you looked into those lovely blue eyes—as sad as a bird with a broken wing.
“Do you like picnics?” he asked her.
She let out a long sigh, snatched the pen back from him, and scrawled her initials under his. “You’re wasting your time flirting with me, Mr. Delaney. I’m just not interested.”
“Any sensible woman knows that a statement like that only presents a challenge.” He bent down to read her initials, “J.E.H.”
“Jo Ellen Hathaway,” she told him in hopes of hurrying him along.
“It’s been a pleasure being rescued by you, Jo Ellen.” He offered a hand, amused when she hesitated before clasping it with hers.
“Try Zeke Fitzsimmons about that tune-up. He’ll get the Jeep running smoothly for you. Enjoy your stay on Desire.”
“It’s already started on a higher note than I’d expected.”
“Then your expectations must have been very low.” She slid her hand free and led the way back to the front door. “The rain’s let up,” she commented, as she opened the door to moist air and mist. “You shouldn’t have any trouble finding the cottage.”
“No.” He remembered the way perfectly. “I’m sure I won’t. I’ll see you again, Jo Ellen.” Will have to, he thought, for a number of reasons.
She inclined her head, shut the door quietly, and left him standing on the veranda wondering what to do next.




SIX
ON his third day on Desire, Nathan woke in a panic. His heart was booming, his breath short and strangled, his skin iced with sweat. He shot up in bed with fists clenched, his eyes searching the murky shadows of the room.
Weak sunlight filtered through the slats of the blinds and built a cage on the thin gray carpet.
His mind stayed blank for an agonizing moment, trapped behind the images that crowded it. Moonlit trees, fingers of fog, a woman’s naked body, her fanning dark hair, wide, glassy eyes.
Ghosts, he told himself as he rubbed his face hard with his hands. He’d expected them, and they hadn’t disappointed him. They clung to Desire like the moss clung to the live oaks.
He swung out of bed and deliberately—like a child daring sidewalk cracks—walked through the sun bars. In the narrow bathroom he stepped into the white tub, yanked the cheerfully striped curtain closed, and ran the shower hot. He washed the sweat away, imagined the panic as a dark red haze that circled and slid down the drain.
The room was thick with steam when he dried off. But his mind was clear again.
He dressed in a tattered short-sleeved sweatshirt and ancient gym shorts, then with his face unshaven and his hair dripping headed into the kitchen to heat water for instant coffee. He looked around, scowled again at the carafe and drip cone the owners had provided. Even if he could have figured out the proper measuring formula, he hadn’t thought to bring coffee filters.
At that moment he would have paid a thousand dollars for a coffeemaker. He set the kettle on the front burner of a stove that was older than he was, then walked over to the living room section of the large multipurpose room to flip on the early news. The reception was miserable, and the pickings slim.
No coffeemaker, no pay-per-view, Nathan mused as he tuned in the sunrise news on one of the three available channels. He remembered how he and Kyle had whined over the lack of televised entertainment.
How are we supposed to watch The Six Million Dollar Man on this stupid thing? It’s a gyp.
You’re not here to keep your noses glued to the TV screen.
Aw, Mom.
It seemed to him the color scheme was different now. He had a vague recollection of soft pastels on the wide, deep chairs and straightbacked sofa. Now they were covered in bold geometric prints, deep greens and blues, sunny yellows.
The fan that dropped from the center pitch of the ceiling had squeaked. He knew, because he’d been compelled to tug on the cord, that it ran now with only a quiet hiss of blades.
But it was the same long yellow-pine dining table separating the rooms—the table he and his family had gathered around to eat, to play board games, to put together eye-crossingly complex jigsaw puzzles during that summer.
The same table he and Kyle had been assigned to clear after dinner. The table where his father had lingered some mornings over coffee.
He remembered when their father had shown him and Kyle how to punch holes in the lid of a jar and catch lightning bugs. The evening had been warm and soft, the hunt and chase giddy. Nathan remembered watching the jar he’d put beside his bed wink and glow, wink and glow, lulling him to sleep.
But in the morning all the lightning bugs in his jar had been dead, smothered, as the book atop the lid had plugged all the holes. He still couldn’t remember putting it there, that battered copy of Johnny Tremain. The dark corpses in the bottom of the jar had left him feeling sick and guilty. He’d snuck out of the house and dumped them in the river.
He chased no more lightning bugs that summer.
Irritated at the memory, Nathan turned away from the TV, went back to the stove to pour the steaming water over a spoonful of coffee. He carried the mug out onto the screened porch to look at the river.
Memories were bound to surface now that he was here, he reminded himself. That was why he’d come. To remember that summer, step by step, day by day. And to figure out what to do about the Hathaways.
He sipped coffee, winced a little at its false and bitter taste. He’d discovered that a great deal of life was false and bitter, so he drank again.
Jo Ellen Hathaway. He remembered her as a skinny, sharp-elbowed girl with a sloppy ponytail and a lightning temper. He hadn’t had much use for girls at ten, so he’d paid her little attention. She’d simply been one of Brian’s little sisters.
Still was, Nathan thought. And she was still skinny. Apparently her temper was still in place as well. The streaming ponytail was gone. The shorter, choppy cut suited her personality if not her face, he decided. The carelessness of it, the nod to fashion. The color of it was like the pelt of a wild deer.
He wondered why she looked so pale and tired. She didn’t seem the type to pine away over a shattered affair or relationship, but something was hurting. Her eyes were full of sorrow and secrets.
And that was the problem, Nathan thought with a half laugh. He had a weakness for sad-eyed women.
Better to resist it, he told himself. Wondering what was going on behind those big, sad, bluebell eyes was bound to interfere with his purpose. What he needed was time and objectivity before he took the next step.
He sipped more coffee, told himself he’d get dressed shortly and walk to Sanctuary for a decent cup and some breakfast. It was time to go back, to observe and to plan. Time to stir more ghosts.
But for now he just wanted to stand here, look through the thin mesh of screen, feel the damp air, watch the sun slowly burn away the pearly mists that clung to the ground and skimmed like fairy wings over the river.
He could hear the ocean if he listened for it, a low, constant rumble off to the east. Closer he could identify the chirp of birds, the monotonous drumming of a woodpecker hunting insects somewhere in the shadows of the forest. Dew glistened like shards of glass on the leaves of cabbage palms and palmettos, and there was no wind to stir them and make them rattle.
Whoever chose this spot for the cottage chose well, he thought. It sang of solitude, offered view and privacy. The structure itself was simple and functional. A weathered cedar box on stilts with a generous screened porch on the west end, a narrow open deck on the east. Inside, the main room had a pitched ceiling to add space and an open feel. On each end were two bedrooms and a bath.
He and Kyle had each had a room in one half. As the elder, he laid claim to the larger room. The double bed made him feel very grown-up and superior. He made a sign for the door: Please Knock Before Entering.
He liked to stay up late, reading his books, thinking his thoughts, listening to the murmur of his parents’ voices or the drone of the TV. He liked to hear them laugh at something they were watching.
His mother’s quick chuckle, his father’s deep belly laugh. He’d heard those sounds often throughout his childhood. It grieved him that he would never hear them again.
A movement caught his eye. Nathan turned his head, and where he’d expected a deer he saw a man, slipping along the river bank like the mist. He was tall and lanky, his hair dark as soot.
Because his throat had gone dry, Nathan forced himself to lift his mug and drink again. He continued to watch as the man walked closer, as the strengthening sun slanted over his face.
Not Sam Hathaway, Nathan realized as the beginnings of a smile tugged at his lips. Brian. Twenty years had made them both men.
Brian glanced up, squinted, focused on the figure behind the screen. He’d forgotten the cottage was occupied now and made a note to himself to remember to take his walks on the opposite side of the river. Now, he supposed, he would have to make some attempt at conversation.
He lifted a hand. “Morning. Didn’t mean to disturb you.”
“You didn’t. I was just drinking bad coffee and watching the river.”
The Yankee, Brian remembered, a six-month rental. He could all but hear Kate telling him to be polite, to be sociable. “It’s a nice spot.” Brian stuck his hands in his pockets, annoyed that he’d inadvertently sabotaged his own solitude. “You settling in all right?”
“Yeah, I’m settled.” Nathan hesitated, then took the next step. “Are you still hunting the Ghost Stallion?”
Brian blinked, cocked his head. The Ghost Stallion was a legend that stretched back to the days when wild horses had roamed the island. It was said that the greatest of these, a huge black stallion of unparalleled speed, ran the woods. Whoever caught him, leaped onto his back, and rode would have all his wishes granted.
Throughout childhood it had been Brian’s deepest ambition to be the one to catch and ride the Ghost Stallion.
“I keep an eye out for him,” Brian murmured and stepped closer. “Do I know you?”
“We camped out one night, across the river, in a patched pup tent. We had a rope halter, a couple of flashlights, and a bag of Fritos. Once we thought we heard hooves pounding, and a high, wild whinny.” Nathan smiled. “Maybe we did.”
Brian’s eyes widened and the shadows in them cleared away. “Nate? Nate Delaney? Son of a bitch!”
The screen door squeaked in welcome when Nathan pushed it open. “Come on up, Bri. I’ll fix you a cup of lousy coffee.”
Grinning, Brian climbed up the stairs. “You should have let me know you were coming, that you were here.” Brian shot out a hand, gripped Nathan’s. “My cousin Kate handles the cottages. Jesus, Nate, you look like a derelict.”
With a rueful smile, Nathan rubbed a hand over the stubble on his chin. “I’m on vacation.”
“Well, ain’t this a kick in the ass. Nate Delaney.” Brian shook his head. “What the hell have you been doing all these years? How’s Kyle, your parents?”
The smile faltered. “I’ll tell you about it.” Pieces of it, Nathan thought. “Let me make that lousy coffee first.”
“Hell, no. Come on up to the house. I’ll fix you a decent cup. Some breakfast.”
“All right. Let me get some pants and shoes on.”
“I can’t believe you’re our Yankee,” Brian commented as Nathan started inside. “Goddamn, this takes me back.”
Nathan turned back briefly. “Yeah, me too.”


A short time later Nathan was sitting at the kitchen counter of Sanctuary, breathing in the heavenly scents of coffee brewing and bacon frying. He watched Brian deftly chopping mushrooms and peppers for an omelette.
“Looks like you know what you’re doing.”
“Didn’t you read your pamphlet? My kitchen has a five-star rating.” Brian slid a mug of coffee under Nathan’s nose. “Drink, then grovel.”
Nathan sipped, closed his eyes in grateful pleasure. “I’ve been drinking sand for the last two days and that may be influencing me, but I’d say this is the best cup of coffee ever brewed in the civilized world.”
“Damn right it is. Why haven’t you come up before this?”
“I’ve been getting my bearings, being lazy.” Getting acquainted with ghosts, Nathan thought. “Now that I’ve sampled this, I’ll be a regular.”
Brian tossed his chopped vegetables into a skillet to sauté, then began grating cheese. “Wait till you get a load of my omelette. So what are you, independently wealthy that you can take six months off to sit on the beach?”
“I brought work with me. I’m an architect. As long as I have my computer and my drawing board, I can work anywhere.”
“An architect.” Whisking eggs, Brian leaned against the counter. “You any good?”
“I’d put my buildings against your coffee any day.”
“Well, then.” Chuckling, Brian turned back to the stove. With the ease of experience he poured the egg mixture, set bacon to drain, checked the biscuits he had browning in the oven. “So what’s Kyle up to? He ever get rich and famous like he wanted?”
It was a stab, hard and fast in the center of the heart. Nathan put the mug down and waited for his hands and voice to steady. “He was working on it. He’s dead, Brian. He died a couple of months ago.”
“Jesus, Nathan.” Shocked, Brian swung around. “Jesus, I’m sorry.”
“He was in Europe. He’d been more or less living there the last couple of years. He was on a yacht, some party. Kyle liked to party,” Nathan murmured, rubbing his temple. “They were tooling around the Med. The verdict was he must have had too much to drink and fallen overboard. Maybe he hit his head. But he was gone.”
“That’s rough. I’m sorry.” Brian turned back to his skillet. “Losing family takes a chunk out of you.”
“Yeah, it does.” Nathan drew a deep breath, braced himself. “It happened just a few weeks after my parents were killed. Train wreck in South America. Dad was on assignment, and ever since Kyle and I hit college age, Mom traveled with him. She used to say it made them feel like newlyweds all the time.”
“Christ, Nate, I don’t know what to say.”
“Nothing.” Nathan lifted his shoulders. “You get through. I figure Mom would have been lost without Dad, and I don’t know how either one of them would have handled losing Kyle. You’ve got to figure everything happens for a reason, and you get through.”
“Sometimes the reason stinks,” Brian said quietly.
“A whole hell of a lot of the time the reason stinks. Doesn’t change anything. It’s good to be back here. It’s good to see you.”
“We had some fine times that summer.”
“Some of the best of my life.” Nathan worked up a smile. “Are you going to give me that omelette, or are you going to make me beg for it?”
“No begging necessary.” Brian arranged the food on a plate. “Genuflecting afterward is encouraged.”
Nathan picked up a fork and dug in. “So, fill me in on the last two decades of the adventures of Brian Hathaway.”
“Not much of an adventure. Running the inn takes a lot of time. We get guests year-round now. Seems the more crowded and busy life in the outside world gets, the more people want to get the hell away from it. For weekends, anyhow. And when they do, we house them, feed them, entertain them.”
“It sounds like a twenty-four/seven proposition.”
“Would be, on the outside. Life still moves slower around here.”
“Wife, kids?”
“Nope. You?”
“I had a wife,” Nathan said dryly. “We gave each other up. No kids. You know, your sister checked me in. Jo Ellen.”
“Did she?” Brian brought the pot over to top off Nathan’s cup. “She just got here herself about a week ago. Lex is here, too. We’re one big happy family.”
As Brian turned away, Nathan lifted his eyebrows at the tone. “Your dad?”
“You couldn’t dynamite him off Desire. He doesn’t even go over to the mainland for supplies anymore. You’ll see him wandering around.” He glanced over as Lexy swung through the door.
“We’ve got a couple of early birds panting for coffee,” she began. Then, spotting Nathan, she paused. Automatically she flipped back her hair, angled her head, and aimed a flirtatious smile. “Well, kitchen company.” She strolled closer to pose against the counter and give him a whiff of the Eternity she’d rubbed on her throat from a magazine sample that morning. “You must be special if Brian’s let you into his domain.”
Nathan’s hormones did the quick, instinctive dance that made him want to laugh at both of them. A gorgeous piece of fluff was his first impression, but he revised it when he took a good look into her eyes. They were sharp and very self-aware. “He took pity on an old friend,” Nathan told her.
“Really.” She liked the rough-edged look of him, and pleased herself by basking in the easy male approval on his face. “Well, then, Brian, introduce me to your old friend. I didn’t know you had any.”
“Nathan Delaney,” Brian said shortly, going over to fetch the second pot of freshly brewed coffee. “My kid sister, Lexy.”
“Nathan.” Lexy offered a hand she’d manicured in Flame Red. “Brian still sees me in pigtails.”
“Big brother’s privilege.” It surprised Nathan to find the siren’s hand firm and capable. “Actually, I remember you in pigtails myself.”
“Do you?” Mildly disappointed that he hadn’t lingered over her hand, Lexy folded her elbows on the bar and leaned toward him. “I can’t believe I’ve forgotten you. I make it a policy to remember all the attractive men who’ve come into my life. However briefly.”
“You were barely out of diapers,” Brian put in, his voice dripping sarcasm, “and hadn’t polished your femme-fatale routine yet. Cheese and mushroom omelettes are the breakfast special,” he told her, ignoring the vicious look she shot in his direction.
She caught herself before she snarled, made her lips curve up. “Thanks, sugar.” She purred it as she took the coffeepot he thrust at her, then she fluttered her lashes at Nathan. “Don’t be a stranger. We get so few interesting men on Desire.”
Because it seemed foolish to resist the treat, and she seemed so obviously to expect it, Nathan watched her sashay out, then turned back to Brian with a slow grin. “That’s some baby sister you’ve got there, Bri.”
“She needs a good walloping. Coming on to strange men that way.”
“It was a nice side dish with my omelette.” But Nathan held up a hand as Brian’s eyes went hot. “Don’t worry about me, pal. That kind of heartthrob means major headaches. I’ve got enough problems. You can bet your ass I’ll look, but I don’t plan to touch.”
“None of my business,” Brian muttered. “She’s bound and determined not just to look for trouble but to find it.”
“Women who look like that usually slide their way out of it too.” He swiveled when the door opened again. This time it was Jo who walked through it.
And women who look like that, Nathan thought, don’t slide out of trouble. They punch their way out.
He wondered why he preferred that kind of woman, and that kind of method.
Jo stopped when she saw him. Her brows drew together before she deliberately smoothed her forehead. “You look right at home, Mr. Delaney.”
“Feeling that way, Miss Hathaway.”
“Well, that’s pretty formal,” Brian commented as he reached for a clean mug, “for a guy who pushed her into the river, then got a bloody lip for his trouble when he tried to fish her out again.”
“I didn’t push her in.” Nathan smiled slowly as he watched Jo’s brows knit again. “She slipped. But she did bloody my lip and call me a Yankee pig bastard, as I recall.”
The memory circled around her mind, nearly skipped away, then popped clear. Hot summer afternoon, the shock of cool water, head going under. And coming up swinging. “You’re Mr. David’s boy.” The warmth spread in her stomach and up to her heart. For a moment her eyes reflected it and made his pulse trip. “Which one?”
“Nathan, the older.”
“Of course.” She skimmed her hair back, not with the studied seductiveness of her sister but with absentminded impatience. “And you did push me. I never fell in the river unless I wanted to or was helped along.”
“You slipped,” Nathan corrected, “then I helped you along.”
She laughed, a quick, rich chuckle, then took the mug Brian offered. “I suppose I can let bygones be, since I gave you a fat lip—and your father gave me the world.”
Nathan’s head began to throb, fast and vicious. “My father?”
“I dogged him like a shadow, pestered him mercilessly about how he took pictures, why he took the ones he did, how the camera worked. He was so patient with me. I must have been driving him crazy, interrupting his work that way, but he never shooed me away. He taught me so much, not just the basics but how to look and how to see. I suppose I owe him for every photograph I’ve ever taken.”
The breakfast he’d just eaten churned greasily in his stomach. “You’re a professional photographer?”
“Jo’s a big-deal photographer,” Lexy said with a bite in her voice as she came back in. “The globe-trotting J. E. Hathaway, snapping her pictures of other people’s lives as she goes. Two omelettes, Brian, two sides of hash browns, one bacon, one sausage. Room 201’s having breakfast, Miss World Traveler. You’ve got beds to strip.”
“Exit, stage left,” Jo murmured when Lexy strode out again. “Yes,” she said, turning back to Nathan. “Thanks in large part to David Delaney, I’m a photographer. If it hadn’t been for Mr. David, I might be as frustrated and pissed off at the world as Lexy. How is your father?”
“He’s dead,” Nathan said shortly and pushed himself up from the stool. “I’ve got to get back. Thanks for breakfast, Brian.”
He went out fast, letting the screen door slam behind him.
“Dead? Bri?”
“An accident,” Brian told her. “About three months ago. Both his parents. And he lost his brother about a month later.”
“Oh, God.” Jo ran a hand over her face. “I put my foot in that. I’ll be back in a minute.”
She set the mug down and raced out the door to chase Nathan down. “Nathan! Nathan, wait a minute.” She caught him on the shell path that wound through the garden toward the trees. “I’m sorry.” She put a hand on his arm to stop him. “I’m so sorry I went on that way.”
He pulled himself in, fought to think clearly over the pounding in his temples. “It’s all right. I’m still a little raw there.”
“If I’d known—” She broke off, shrugged her shoulders helplessly. She’d likely have put her foot in it anyway, she decided. She’d always been socially clumsy.
“You didn’t.” Nathan clamped down on his own nerves and gave the hand still on his arm a light squeeze. She looked so distressed, he thought. And she’d done nothing more than accidentally scrape an open wound. “Don’t worry about it.”
“I wish I’d managed to keep in touch with him.” Her voice went wistful now. “I wish I’d made more of an effort so I could have thanked him for everything he did for me.”
“Don’t.” He bit the word off, swung around to her with his eyes fierce and cold. “Thanking someone for where your life ended up is the same as blaming them for it. We’re all responsible for ourselves.”
Uneasy, she backed off a step. “True enough, but some people influence what roads we take.”
“Funny, then, that we’re both back here, isn’t it?” He stared beyond her to Sanctuary, where the windows glinted in the sun. “Why are you back here, Jo?”
“It’s my home.”
He looked back at her, pale cheeks, bruised eyes. “And that’s where you come when you feel beat up and lost and unhappy?”
She folded her arms across her chest as if chilled. She, usually the observer, didn’t care to be observed quite so clear-sightedly. “It’s just where you go.”
“It seems we decided to come here at almost the same time. Fate? I wonder—or luck.” He smiled a little because he was going to go with the latter.
“Coincidence.” She preferred it. “Why are you back here?”
“Damned if I know.” He exhaled between his teeth, then looked at her again. He wanted to soothe that sorrow and worry from her eyes, hear that laugh again. He was suddenly very certain it would ease his soul as much as hers. “But since I am, why don’t you walk me back to the cottage?”
“You know the way.”
“It’d be a nicer walk with company. With you.”
“I told you I’m not interested.”
“I’m telling you I am.” His smile deepened as he reached up to tuck a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “It’ll be fun seeing who nudges who to the other side.”
Men didn’t flirt with her. Ever. Or not that she had ever noticed. The fact that he was doing just that, and she noticed, only irritated her. The inherent Pendleton Fault Line dug between her brows. “I’ve got work to do.”
“Right. Bed stripping in 201. See you around, Jo Ellen.”
Because he turned away first, she had the opportunity to watch him walk into the trees. Deliberately she shook her hair so that it fell over her ears again. Then she rolled her shoulders as if shrugging off an unwelcome touch.
But she was forced to admit she was already more interested than she wanted to be.




 SEVEN
NATHAN took a camera with him. He felt compelled to retrace some of his father’s footsteps on Desire—or perhaps to eradicate them. He chose the heavy old medium-range Pentax, one of his father’s favorites and surely, he thought, one that David Delaney had brought to the island with him that summer.
He would have brought the bulky Hasselblad view camera as well, and the clever Nikon, along with a collection of lenses and filters and a mountain of film. Nathan had brought them all, and they were neatly stored, as his father had taught him, back at the cottage.
But when his father hiked out to hunt a shot, he would most usually take the Pentax.
Nathan chose the beach, with its foaming waves and diamond sand. He slipped on dark glasses against the fierce brilliance of the sun and climbed onto the marked path between the shifting dunes, with their garden of sea oats and tangle of railroad vines. The wind kicked in from the sea and sent his hair flying. He stood at the crest of the path, listening to the beat of the water, the smug squeal of gulls that wheeled and dipped above it.
Shells the tide had left behind were scattered like pretty toys along the sand. Tiny dunes whisked up by the wind were already forming behind them. The busy sanderlings were rushing back and forth in the spume, like businessmen hustling to the next meeting. And there, just behind the first roll of water, a trio of pelicans flew in military formation, climbing and wheeling as a unit. One would abruptly drop, a dizzying headfirst dive into the sea, and the others would follow. A trio of splashes, then they were up again, breakfast in their beaks.
With the ease of experience, Nathan lifted his camera, widened the aperture, increased the shutter speed to catch the motion, then homed in on the pelicans, following, following as they skimmed the wave crests, rose into their climb. And capturing them on the next bombing dive.
He lowered the camera, smiled a little. Over the years he’d gone long stretches of time without indulging in his hobby. He planned to make up for it now, spending at least an hour a day reacquainting himself with the pleasure and improving his eye.
He couldn’t have asked for a more perfect beginning. The beach was inhabited only by birds and shells. His footprints were the only ones to mar the sand. That was a miracle in itself, he thought. Where else could a man be so entirely alone, borrow for a while this kind of beauty, along with peace and solitude?
He needed those things now. Miracles, beauty, peace. Cupping a hand over the camera, Nathan walked down the incline to the soft, moist sand of the beach. He crouched now and then to examine a shell, to trace the shape of a starfish with a fingertip.
But he left them where he found them, collecting them only on film.
The air and the exercise helped settle the nerves that had jangled before he’d left Sanctuary. She was a photographer, Nathan thought, as he studied a pretty, weather-silvered cottage peeking out from behind the dunes. Had his father known that the little girl he’d played mentor to one summer had gone on to follow in his footsteps? Would he have cared? Been proud, amused?
He could remember when his father had first shown him the workings of a camera. The big hands had covered his small ones, gently, patiently guiding. The smell of aftershave on his father’s cheeks, a sharp tang. Brut. Yes, Brut. Mom had liked that best. His father’s cheek had been smoothly shaven, pressed against his. His dark hair would have been neatly combed, smooth bumps of waves back from the forehead, his clear gray eyes soft and serious.
Always respect your equipment, Nate. You may want to make a living from the camera one day. Travel the world on it and see everything there is to see. Learn how to look and you’ll see more than anyone else. Or you’ll be something else, do something else, and just use it to take moments away with you. Vacations, family. They’ll be your moments, so they’ll be important. Respect your equipment, learn to use it right, and you’ll never lose those moments.
“How many did we lose, anyway?” Nathan wondered aloud. “And how many do we have tucked away that we’d be better off losing?”
“Excuse me?”
Nathan jerked when the voice cut through the memory, when a hand touched his arm. “What?” He took a quick step in retreat, half expecting one of his own ghosts. But he saw a pretty, delicately built blonde staring up at him through amber-tinted lenses.
“Sorry. I startled you.” She tilted her head, and her eyes stayed focused, unblinking, on his face. “Are you all right?”
“Yeah.” Nathan dragged a hand through his hair, ignored the uncomfortably loose sensation in his knees. Less easily ignored was the acute embarrassment as the woman continued to study him as if he were some alien smear on a microscope slide. “I didn’t know anyone else was around.”
“Just finishing up my morning run,” she told him, and he noted for the first time that she wore a sweat-dampened gray T-shirt over snug red bike shorts. “That’s my cottage you were staring at. Or through.”
“Oh.” Nathan ordered himself to focus on it again, the silvered cedar shakes, the sloping brown roof with its jut of open deck for sunning. “You’ve got a hell of a view.”
“The sunrises are the best. You’re sure you’re all right?” she asked again. “I’m sorry to poke, but when I see a guy standing alone on the beach looking as if he’d just been slapped with a two-by-four and talking to himself, I’ve got to wonder. It’s my job,” she added.
“Beach police?” he said dryly.
“No.” She smiled, held out a friendly hand. “Doctor. Doctor Fitzsimmons. Kirby. I run a clinic out of the cottage.”
“Nathan Delaney. Medically sound. Didn’t an old woman used to live there? A tiny woman with white hair up in a bun.”
“My grandmother. Did you know her? You’re not a native.”
“No, no, I remember, or have this impression of her. I spent a summer here as a kid. Memories keep popping out at me. You just walked into one.”
“Oh.” The eyes behind the amber lenses lost their clinical shrewdness and warmed. “That explains it. I know just what you mean. I spent several summers here growing up, and memories wing up at me all the time. That’s why I decided to relocate here when Granny died. I always loved it here.”
Absently, she grabbed her toe, bending her leg back, heel to butt, to stretch out. “You’d be the Yankee who’s taken Little Desire Cottage for half a year.”
“Word travels.”
“Doesn’t it just? Especially when it doesn’t have far to go. We don’t get many single men renting for six months. A number of the ladies are intrigued.” Kirby repeated the process on the other leg. “You know, I think I might remember you. Wasn’t it you and your brother who palled around with Brian Hathaway? I remember Granny saying how those Delaney boys and young Brian stuck together like a dirt clod.”
“Good memory. You were here that summer?”
“Yes, it was my first summer on Desire. I suppose that’s why I remember it best. Have you seen Brian yet?” she asked casually.
“He just fixed me breakfast.”
“Magic in an egg.” It was Kirby’s turn to look past the cottage, beyond it. “I heard Jo’s back. I’m going to try to get up to the house after the clinic closes today.” She glanced at her watch. “And since it opens in twenty minutes, I’d better go get cleaned up. It was nice seeing you again, Nathan.”
“Nice seeing you. Doc,” he added as she began to jog toward the dunes.
With a laugh, she turned, jogged backward. “General practice,” she called out. “Everything from birth to earth. Come in for what ails you.”
“I’ll keep it in mind.” He smiled and watched her ponytail swing sassily as she ran through the valley between the dunes.
Nineteen minutes later, Kirby put on a white lab coat over her Levi’s. She considered the coat a kind of costume, designed to reassure the reluctant patient that she was indeed a doctor. That and the stethoscope tucked in its pocket gave the islanders the visual nudge many of them needed to let Granny Fitzsimmons’s little girl poke into their orifices.
She stepped into her office, formerly her grandmother’s well-stocked pantry off the kitchen. Kirby had left one wall of shelves intact, to hold books and papers and the clever little combo fax and copy machine that kept her linked with the mainland. She’d removed the other shelves, since she had no plans to follow her grandmother’s example and put by everything from stewed tomatoes to watermelon pickles.
She’d muscled the small, lovingly polished cherrywood desk into the room herself. It had traveled with her from Connecticut, one of the few pieces she’d brought south. It was outfitted with a leatherframed blotter and appointment book that had been a parting gift from her baffled parents.
Her father had grown up on Desire and considered himself fortunate to have escaped.
She knew both of her parents had been thrilled when she’d decided to follow in her father’s footsteps and go into medicine. And they had assumed she would continue to follow, into his cardiac surgery specialty, into his thriving practice, and right along to the platinum-edged lifestyle both of them so enjoyed.
Instead she’d chosen family practice, her grandmother’s weather-beaten cottage, and the simplicity of island life.
She couldn’t have been happier.
Tidily arranged with the appointment book that bore her initials in gold leaf were a snazzy phone system with intercom—in the unlikely event that she should ever need an assistant—and a Lucite container of well-sharpened Ticonderoga pencils.
Kirby had spent her first few weeks of practice doing little more than sharpening pencils and wearing them down again by doodling on the blotter.
But she’d stuck, and gradually she’d begun to use those pencils to note down appointments. A baby with the croup, an old woman with arthritis, a child spiking a fever with roseola.
It had been the very young or the very old who’d trusted her first. Then others had come to have their stitches sewn, the aches tended, their stomachs soothed. Now she was Doc Kirby, and the clinic was holding its own.
Kirby scanned her appointment book. An annual gyn, a follow-up on a nasty sinus infection, the Matthews boy had another earache, and the Simmons baby was due in for his next immunizations. Well, her waiting room wasn’t going to be crowded, but at least she’d keep busy through the morning. And who knew, she thought with a chuckle, there could be a couple of emergencies to liven up the day.
Since Ginny Pendleton was her gyn at ten o’clock, Kirby calculated she had at least another ten minutes. Ginny was invariably late for everything. Pulling the necessary chart, she stepped back into the kitchen, poured the last of the coffee from the pot she’d made early that morning, and took it with her to the examining room.
The room where she’d once dreamed away summer nights was now crisp and clean. She had posters of wildflowers on the white walls rather than the pictures of nervous systems and ear canals that some doctors decorated with. Kirby thought they made patients jumpy.
After sliding the chart into the holder inside the door, she took out one of the backless cotton gowns—she thought paper gowns humiliating—and laid it out on the foot of the examining table. She hummed along with the quiet Mozart sonata from the stereo she’d switched on. Even those who eschewed classical would invariably relax to it, she’d found.
She’d arranged everything she’d need for the basic yearly exam and had finished off her coffee when she heard the little chime that meant the door at the clinic entrance had opened.
“Sorry, sorry,” Ginny came in on the run as Kirby stepped into the living room that served as the waiting area. “The phone rang just as I was leaving.”
She was in her middle twenties, and Kirby was continually telling her that her fondness for the sun was going to haunt her in another ten years. Her hair was white-blond, shoulder-length, frizzed mercilessly, and crying out for a root job.
Ginny came from a family of fishermen, and though she could pilot a boat like a grinning pirate, clean a fish like a surgeon, and shuck oysters with dizzying speed and precision, she preferred working at the Heron Campground, helping the novice pitch a tent, assigning sites, keeping the books.
For her doctor’s appointment, she’d spruced herself up with one of her favored western shirts in wild-plum purple with white fringe. Kirby wondered with idle curiosity how many internal organs were gasping for oxygen beneath the girdle-tight jeans.
“I’m always late.” Ginny sent her a sunny, baffled smile that made Kirby laugh.
“And everyone knows it. Go ahead in and pee in the bottle first. You know the routine. Then go into the exam room. Take everything off, put the gown on opening to the front. Just give a holler when you’re ready.”
“Okay. It was Lexy on the phone,” she called out as she scurried down the hall in her cowboy boots and shut the door. “She’s feeling restless.”
“Usually is,” Kirby replied.
Ginny continued chatting as she left the bathroom and turned into the exam room.
“Anyway, Lexy’s going to come down to the campground tonight about nine o’clock.” There was a thud as the first boot hit the floor. “Number twelve is free. It’s one of my favorites. We thought we’d build us a nice fire, knock off a couple of six-packs. Wanna come?”
“I appreciate the offer.” There was another thud. “I’ll think about it. If I decide to come by, I’ll bring another six-pack.”
“I wanted her to ask Jo, but you know how huffy Lex gets. Hope she will, though.” Ginny’s voice was breathless, leading Kirby to imagine she was peeling herself out of the jeans. “You seen her yet? Jo?”
“No. I’m going to try to catch her sometime today.”
“Do them good to sit down and tie one on together. Don’t know why Lexy’s so pissed off at Jo. Seems to be pissed off at everybody, though. She went on about Giff too. If I had a man who looked like Giff eyeing me up one side and down the other the way he does her, I wouldn’t be pissed off at anything. And I’m not saying that because we’re cousins. Fact is, if we weren’t blood-related, I’d jump his bones in a New York minute. All set in here.”
“I’d give odds Giff will wear her down,” Kirby commented, taking out the chart as she came in. “He’s got a stubborn streak as wide as hers. Let’s check your weight. Any problems, Ginny?”
“Nope, been feeling fine.” Ginny stepped on the scale and firmly shut her eyes. “Don’t tell me what it is.”
Chuckling, Kirby tapped the weight up the line. One thirty. One thirty-five. Whoops, she thought. One forty-two.
“Have you been exercising regularly, Ginny?”
Eyes still tightly shut, Ginny shifted from side to side. “Sort of.”
“Aerobics, twenty minutes, three times a week. And cut back on the candy bars.” Because she was female as well as a doctor, Kirby obligingly zeroed out the scale before Ginny opened her eyes. “Hop up on the table, we’ll check your blood pressure.”
“I keep meaning to watch that Jane Fonda tape. What do you think about lipo?”
Kirby snugged on the BP cuff. “I think you should take a brisk walk on the beach a few times a week and imagine carrot sticks are Hershey bars for a while. You’ll lose that extra five pounds without the Hoover routine. BP’s good. When was your last period?”
“Two weeks ago. It was almost a week late, though. Scared the shit out of me.”
“You’re using your diaphragm, right?”
Ginny folded her arms over her middle, tapped her fingers. “Well, most of the time. It’s not always convenient, you know.”
“Neither is pregnancy.”
“I always make the guy condomize. No exceptions. There’s a couple of really cute ones camped at number six right now.”
Sighing, Kirby snapped on her gloves. “Casual sex equals dangerous complications.”
“Yeah, but it’s so damn much fun.” Ginny smiled up at the dreamy Monet poster Kirby had tacked to the ceiling. “And I always fall in love with them a little. Sooner or later, I’m going to come across the big one. The right one. Meantime, I might as well sample the field.”
“Minefield,” Kirby muttered. “You’re selling yourself short.”
“I don’t know.” Trying to imagine herself walking through those misty flowers in the poster, Ginny tapped her many-ringed fingers on her midriff. “Haven’t you ever seen a guy and just wanted him so bad everything inside you curled up and shivered?”
Kirby thought of Brian, caught herself before she sighed again. “Yeah.”
“I just love when that happens, don’t you? I mean it’s so ... primal, right?”
“I suppose. But primal and inconvenience aside, I want you using that diaphragm.”
Ginny rolled her eyes. “Yes, doctor. Oh, hey, speaking of men and sex, Lexy says she got a load of the Yankee and he is prime beef.”
“I got a load of him myself,” Kirby replied.
“Was she right?”
“He’s very attractive.” Gently, Kirby lifted one of Ginny’s arms over her head and began the breast exam.
“Turns out he’s an old friend of Bri’s—spent a summer here with his parents. His father was that photographer who did the picture book on the Sea Islands way back. My mother’s still got a copy.”
“The photographer. Of course. I’d forgotten that. He took pictures of Granny. He made a print and matted it, sent it to her after he left. I still have it in my bedroom.”
“Ma got the book out this morning when I told her. It’s really nice,” Ginny added as Kirby helped her sit up. “There’s one of Annabelle Hathaway and Jo gardening at Sanctuary. Ma remembered he took the pictures the summer Annabelle ran off. So I said maybe she ran off with the photographer, but Ma said he and his wife and kids were still on the island after she left.”
“It was twenty years ago. You’d think people would forget and leave it alone.”
“The Pendletons are Desire,” Ginny pointed out. “Annabelle was a Pendleton. And nobody ever forgets anything on the island. She was really beautiful,” she added, scooting off the table. “I don’t remember her very well, but seeing the picture brought it back some. Jo would look like that if she put some effort into it.”
“I imagine Jo prefers to look like Jo. You’re healthy, Ginny, go ahead and get dressed. I’ll meet you outside when you’re done.”
“Thanks. Oh, and Kirby, try to make it by the campground. We’ll make it a real girls’ night out. Number twelve.”
“We’ll see.”


AT four, Kirby closed the clinic. Her only emergency walk-in had been a nasty case of sunburn on a vacationer who’d fallen asleep on the beach. She’d spent fifteen minutes after her last patient sprucing up her makeup, brushing her hair, dabbing on fresh perfume.
She told herself it was for her own personal pleasure, but as she was heading over to Sanctuary, she knew that was a lie. She was hoping she looked fresh enough, smelled good enough, to make Brian Hathaway suffer.
She took the beach door. Kirby loved that quick, shocking thrill of seeing the ocean so near her own home. She watched a family of four playing in the shallows and caught the high music of the children’s laughter over the hum of the sea.
She slipped on her sunglasses and trotted down the steps. The narrow boardwalk she’d had Giff build led her around the house, away from the dunes. Rising out of the sand was a stand of cypress, bent and crippled by the wind that even now blew sand around her ankles. Bushes of bayberry and beach elder grew in the trough. She added her own tracks to those that crisscrossed the sand.
She circled the edges of the dune swale, islander enough to know and respect its fragility. In moments, she had left the hot brilliance of sand and sea for the cool, dim cave of the forest.
She walked quickly, not hurrying, but simply with her mind set on her destination. She was used to the rustles and clicks of the woods, the shifts of sound and light. So she was baffled when she found herself stopping, straining her ears and hearing her own heart beating fast and high in her throat.
Slowly, she turned in a circle, searching the shadows. She’d heard something, she thought. Felt something. She could feel it now, that crawling sensation of being watched.
“Hello?” She hated herself for trembling at the empty echo of her own voice. “Is someone there?”
The rattle of fronds, the rustle that could be deer or rabbit, and the heavy silence of thickly shaded air. Idiot, she told herself. Of course there was no one there. And if there were, what would it matter? She turned back, continued down the well-known path and ordered herself to walk at a reasonable pace.
Sweat snaked cold down the center of her back, and her breath began to hitch. She clamped down on the rising fear and swung around again, certain she would catch a flash of movement behind her. There was nothing but twining branches and dripping moss.
Damn it, she thought and rubbed a hand over her speeding heart. Someone was there. Crouched behind a tree, snugged into a shadow. Watching her. Just kids, she assured herself. Just a couple of sneaky kids playing tricks.
She walked backward, her eyes darting side to side. She heard it again, just a faint, stealthy sound. She tried to call out again, make some pithy comment on rude children, but the terror that had leaped into her throat snapped it closed. Moving on instinct, she turned and increased her pace.
When the sound came closer, she abandoned all pride and broke into a run.
And the one who watched her snickered helplessly into his hands, then blew a kiss at her retreating back.
Her breath heaving, Kirby pounded through the trees, sneakers slapping the path in a wild tattoo. She gulped in a sob as she saw the light change, brighten, then flash as she burst out of the trees. She looked back over her shoulder, prepared to see some monster leaping out behind her.
And screamed when she ran into a solid wall of chest and arms banded tight around her.
“What’s wrong? What happened?” Brian nearly picked her up in his arms, but she clamped hers around him and burrowed. “Are you hurt? Let me see.”
“No, no, I’m not hurt. A minute. I need a minute.”
“Okay. All right.” He gentled his hold and stroked her hair. He’d been yanking at weeds on the outer edge of the garden when he’d heard the sounds of her panicked race through the forest. He’d just taken the first steps forward to investigate when she shot out of the trees and dead into him.
Now her heart was thudding against his, and his own was nearly matching its rhythm. She’d scared the life out of him—that wild-animal look in her eyes when she jerked her head around as if expecting to be attacked from behind.
“I got spooked,” she managed and clung like a burr. “It was just kids. I’m sure it was just kids. It felt like I was being stalked, hunted. It was just kids. It spooked me.”
“It’s all right now. Catch your breath.” She was so small, he thought. Delicate back, tiny waist, silky hair. Hardly aware of it, he gathered her closer. It was odd that she should fit against him so well and at the same time seem fragile enough for him to pick up and tuck safely in his pocket.
Christ, she smelled good. He lowered his cheek to the top of her head for a moment, indulged in the scent and texture of her hair as he slowly stroked the tension out of her neck.
“I don’t know why I panicked that way. I never panic.” And because the sensation was subsiding, she became gradually aware that he was holding her. Very close. That his hands were moving over her. Very smoothly. His lips were in her hair. Very softly.
Her slowing heart rate kicked up again, but this time it had nothing to do with panic.
“Brian.” She murmured it, ran her hands up his back as she lifted her head.
“You’re all right now. You’re okay.” And before he knew what he was doing, his mouth was on hers.
It was like a fist in the gut, a breath-stealing blow that sent his brain reeling and buckled his knees. Then her lips were parting under his, so warm and smooth, with sexy little purrs slipping between them and into his mouth.
He went deeper, nipping her tongue, then soothing it while his hands slid down over snug denim to mold her bottom and angle heat against heat.
She stopped thinking the instant his mouth took over hers. The novelty of that experience was a separate, giddy thrill. Always she’d been able to separate her intellect, to somehow step outside herself in a way, to direct and control the event. But now she was swirled into it, lapped by sensation after sensation.
His mouth was hot and hungry, his body hard, his hands big and demanding. For the first time in her life, she truly felt delicate, as though she could be snapped in two at his whim.
For reasons she couldn’t understand, the sensation was unbearably arousing. Murmuring his name against his busy mouth, she hooked her hands over the back of his shoulders. Her head tipped back limply. For the first time with a man she teetered on the brink of absolute and unquestioning surrender.
It was the change, the sudden pliancy, the helpless little moan, that snapped him back. He’d dragged her up to her toes, his fingers were digging into her flesh, and the single image that had lodged in his mind was that of taking her on the ground.
In his mother’s garden, for Christ’s sake. In the daylight. In the shadow of his own home. Disgusted with both of them, Brian jerked her out to arm’s length.
“That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it?” he said furiously. “You went to a lot of trouble to prove I’m as weak as the next guy.”
Colors were still swimming in her head. “What?” She blinked to clear her vision. “What?”
“The damsel-in-distress routine worked. Score one for your side.”
She came back to earth with a thud. His eyes were as hard and hot as his mouth had been, but with passion of a different sort. When his words and the meaning behind them registered, her own widened with shocked indignation.
“Do you honestly believe I staged this, made a fool of myself just so you’d kiss me? You arrogant, conceited, self-important son of a bitch!” Insulted to the core, she shoved him away. “I don’t have routines, and I’m not now nor will I ever be a damsel of any sort. And furthermore, kissing you is not a major goal in my life.”
She pushed her tousled hair back, squared her shoulders. “I came here to see Jo, not you. You just happened to be in the way.”
“I suppose that’s why you jumped into my arms and wrapped yourself around me like a snake.”
She drew a breath, determined to cloak herself in calm and dignity. “The problem here, Brian, is that you wanted to kiss me, and you enjoyed it. Now you have to blame me, accuse me of perpetrating some ridiculous female ruse, because you want to kiss me again. You want to get your hands on me the way you just had them on me, and for some reason that really ticks you off. But that’s your problem. I came here to see Jo.”
“She’s not here,” Brian said between his teeth. “She’s out with her cameras somewhere.”
“Well, then, you just give her a message for me. Heron Campground, nine o’clock, site twelve. Girls’ night out. Think you can remember that, or do you want to write it down?”
“I’ll tell her. Anything else?”
“No, not a thing.” She turned, then hesitated. Pride or no, she simply couldn’t face going back into the trees alone just yet. She shifted directions and headed down the shell path. It would more than double the distance home, she thought, but a good sweaty walk would help her work off her temper.
Brian frowned at her back, then into the woods. He had a sudden and certain feeling that none of what had just happened had been a pretense. And that, he decided, made him not only a fool but a nasty one.
“Hold on, Kirby, I’ll give you a ride back.”
“No, thanks.”
“Damn it, I said hold on.” He caught up with her, took her arm, and was stunned by the ripe fury on her face when she whirled around.
“I’ll let you know when I want you to touch me, Brian, and I’ll let you know when I want anything from you. In the meantime ...” She jerked free. “I’ll take care of myself.”
“I’m sorry.” He cursed himself even as he said it. He hadn’t meant to. And the raised-eyebrow, wide-eyed look she sent him made him wish he’d sawed off his tongue first.
“I beg your pardon, did you say something?”
Too late to back out, he thought, and swallowed the bitter pill. “I said I’m sorry. I was out of line. Let me drive you home.”
She inclined her head, regally, he thought, and her smile was smug. “Thank you. I’d appreciate it.”




 EIGHT
“YOU were supposed to bring a six-pack, not fancy wine, big shot.” Already disposed to complain, Lexy loaded her sleeping bag and gear into Jo’s Land Rover.
“I like wine.” Jo kept her voice mild and her sentences short.
“I don’t know why you want to spend the night dishing in the woods anyway.” Lexy scowled at Jo’s tidily rolled and top-grade sleeping bag. Always the best for Jo Ellen, she thought sourly, then shoved her two six-packs of Coors into the cargo area. “No piano bar, no room service, no fawning maître d’.”
Jo thought of the nights she’d spent in a tent, in second-rate motels, shivering in the cab of her four-wheeler. Anything to get the shot. She muscled in the bag of groceries she’d begged off of Brian, shoved her hair back. “I’ll survive somehow.”
“I set this up, you know. I set it up because I wanted to get the hell away from here for one night. I wanted to relax with friends. My friends.”
Jo slammed the rear door, clenched her teeth as the sound echoed like a gunshot. It would be easier to walk away, she thought. Just turn around and go back into the house and leave Lexy to find her own way to the campground.
Damned if she was going to take the easy way.
“Ginny’s my friend too, and I haven’t seen Kirby in years.” Leaving it at that, she circled around to the driver’s side, climbed behind the wheel, and waited.
The pleasant anticipation she’d felt when Brian had relayed Kirby’s invitation had disappeared, leaving a churning pit in her stomach. But she was determined to follow through, not to be chased away by her sister’s bitchiness.
She was bound to have a miserable time now, but by God she was going. And so, she thought when her sister slammed in beside her, was Lexy.
“Seat belt,” Jo ordered, and Lexy let out an exasperated huff of breath as she strapped in. “Listen, why don’t we just get drunk and pretend we can tolerate each other for one night? An actress of your astonishing range shouldn’t have any trouble with that.”
Lexy cocked her head, aimed a brilliant smile. “Fuck you, sister dear.”
“There you go.” Jo started the engine, reaching for a cigarette out of habit the minute it turned over.
“Would you not smoke in the car?”
Jo punched in the lighter. “My car.”
She headed north, her tires singing musically on the shell road. The air rushing in the windows was a beautiful balm. She used it to soothe her raw nerves and made no complaint when Lexy turned the stereo up full blast. Loud music meant no conversation, and no conversation meant no arguments. At least for the drive to camp.
She drove fast, the memory of every curve in the road coming back to her. That too, soothed. So little had changed. Dark still fell quickly here, and the night brought the sounds of wind and sea that made the island seem a huge place to her. A world where the tides ruled dependably.
She remembered driving fast along this road with the wind rushing through her hair and the radio screaming. Lexy had been beside her then too.
The spring before Jo had left the island, a soft, fragrant spring. She would have been eighteen then, she remembered, and Lexy just fifteen. They’d been giggling, and there’d been the best part of a quart of Ernest and Julio between them to help the mood along. Cousin Kate had been visiting her sister in Atlanta, so there’d been no one to wonder where two teenage girls had gone off to.
There had been freedom and foolishness, and a connection, Jo thought, that they’d lost somewhere along the way. The island remained as it was, always. But those two young girls were gone.
“How’s Giff?” Jo heard herself ask.
“How should I know?”
Jo shrugged. Even all those years back, Giff had had his eye on Lexy. And even all those years back, Lexy had known it. Jo simply wondered if that had stayed constant. “I haven’t seen him since I’ve been back. I heard he was doing carpentry and whatnot.”
“He’s a jerk. I don’t pay any attention to what he’s doing.” Lexy scowled out the window as she remembered the way he’d kissed her brainless. “I’m not interested in island boys. I like men.” She turned back, shot a challenging look. “Men with style and money.”
“Know any?”
“Quite a few, actually.” Lexy hooked an arm out the window, easing into a pose of casual sophistication. “New York’s bursting with them. I like a man who knows his way around. Our Yankee, for example.”
Jo felt her spine stiffen, deliberately relaxed it. “Our Yankee?”
“Nathan Delaney. He has the look of a man who knows his way around ... women. I’d say he’s exactly my type. Rich.”
“Why do you think he’s rich?”
“He can afford a six-month vacation. An architect with his own company has to have financial substance. He’s traveled. Men who’ve traveled know how to show a woman interesting pieces of the world. He’s divorced. Divorced men appreciate an amiable woman.”
“Done your research, haven’t you, Lex.”
“Sure.” She stretched luxuriously. “Yes, indeedy, I’d say Nathan Delaney is just my type. He should keep me from being bored brainless for the next little while.”
“Until you can get back to New York,” Jo put in. “Shift hunting grounds.”
“Exactly.”
“Interesting.” Jo’s headlights splashed the discreet sign for Heron Campground. She cut her speed and took the turn off Shell Road into a land of sloughs and marsh grass. “I always figured you thought more of yourself than that.”
“You have no idea what I think about anything, including myself.”
“Apparently not.”
They fell into a humming silence disturbed only by the shrill peeping of frogs. At a sharp cracking sound, Jo shuddered involuntarily. It was the unmistakable sound of a gator crunching a turtle between its jaws. She thought she understood exactly what that turtle felt in those last seconds of life. The sensation of being helplessly trapped by something large and feral and hungry.
Because her fingers trembled, she gripped the wheel tighter. She hadn’t been consumed, she reminded herself. She’d escaped, she’d bought some time. She was still in control.
But the anxiety attack was pinching away at her with insistent little fingers. She made herself breathe in, breathe out, slow, normal. God, just be normal. She turned the radio off.
She passed the little check-in booth, empty now as the sun had set, and concentrated on winding her way through the chain of small lakes. Lights flickered here and there from campfires. Ghost music floated out of radios, then vanished. Where the hillocks of grass parted, she could see the delicate white glow of lily pads in the moonlight.
She would walk back, she told herself, take pictures, focus on the silence and the emptiness. On being alone. On being safe.
“There’s Kirby’s car.”
Too much roaring in the ears, Jo thought, and forced out another breath. “What?”
“The snazzy little convertible there. That’s Kirby’s. Just park behind it.”
“Right.” Jo maneuvered the Land Rover into position and found when she cut the engine that the air was full of sound. The humming and peeping and rustling of the little world hidden behind the dunes and beyond the edge of the forest. It was ripe with scent as well, water and fish and damp vegetation.
She climbed out of the car, relieved to step into so much life.
“Jo Ellen!”
Kirby dashed out of the dark and grabbed Jo in a hard hug. Quick, spontaneous embraces always caught Jo off guard. Before she could steady herself, Kirby was pulling back, her hands still firm on Jo’s arms, her smile huge and delighted.
“I’m so glad you came! I’m so glad to see you! Oh, we have a million years to catch up on. Hey, Lexy. Let’s get your gear and pop a couple of tops.”
“She brought wine,” Lexy said, pulling open the cargo door.
“Great, we’ll pop some corks too, then. We’ve got a mountain of junk food to go with it. We’ll be sick as dogs by midnight.” Chattering all the way, Kirby dragged Jo to the back of the Land Rover. “Good thing I’m a doctor. What’s this?” She dived into the grocery bag. “Pâté. You got pâté?”
“I nagged Brian,” Jo managed to say.
“Good thinking.” Kirby hefted the food bag, then hooked Lexy’s six-pack. “I’ve got these. Ginny’s getting the fire going. Need a hand with the rest?”
“We can get it.” Jo shouldered her camera bag, tucked her bedroll under one arm, and clinked the bottles of wine together. “I’m sorry about your grandmother, Kirby.”
“Thanks. She lived a long life, exactly as she wanted to. We should all be that smart. Here, Lexy, I can get that bag.” Kirby beamed at both of them, deciding she’d just about cut the edge off the tension that had been snarling in the air when they’d arrived. “Christ, I’m starving. I missed dinner.”
Lexy slammed the rear door shut. “Let’s go, then. I want a beer.”
“Shit, my flashlight’s in my back pocket.” Kirby turned, angled a hip. “Can you get it?” she asked Jo.
With a little shifting and some flexible use of fingers, Jo pried it out and managed to switch it on. They headed down the narrow path single file.
Site twelve was already set up and organized, a cheerful fire burning bright in a circle of raked sand. Ginny had her Coleman lantern on low and an ice chest filled. She sat on it, eating from a bag of chips and drinking a beer.
“There she is.” Ginny lifted the beer can in toast. “Hey, Jo Ellen Hathaway. Welcome home.”
Jo dumped her bedroll and grinned. For the first time, she felt home. And felt welcome. “Thanks.”


“A doctor.” Jo sat cross-legged by the campfire, sipping Chardonnay from a plastic glass. One bottle was already nose down in the sand. “I can’t imagine it. When we were kids, you always talked about being an archaeologist or something, a female Indiana Jones, exploring the world.”
“I decided to explore anatomy instead.” Comfortably drunk, Kirby spread more of Brian’s excellent duck pâté on a Ritz cracker. “And I like it.”
“We all know about your work, Jo, but is there someone special in your life?” Kirby asked, trying to steer the conversation in Jo’s direction.
“No. You?”
“I’ve been working on your brother, but he isn’t cooperating.”
“Brian.” Jo choked on her wine, sucked in air. “Brian?” she repeated.
“He’s single, attractive, intelligent.” Kirby licked her thumb. “He makes great pâté. Why not Brian?”
“I don’t know. He’s ...” Jo gestured widely. “Brian.”
“He pretends to ignore her.” Lexy sat up and reached for the pâté herself. “But he doesn’t.”
“He doesn’t?” Kirby looked over, eyes narrowed. “How do you know?”
“An actor has to observe people, their role playing.” Lexy waved a hand airily. “You make him nervous, which irritates him. Which means you irritate him because he notices you.”
“Really?” Though her head was spinning, Kirby finished off her wine and poured another glass. “Has he said anything about me? Does he—Wait.” She held up a hand and rolled her eyes. “This is so high school. Forget I asked.”
“The less Brian says about anything, the more it’s on his mind,” Lexy told her. “He hardly ever mentions your name.”
“Really?” Kirby said again and began to perk up. “Is that so? Well, well. Maybe I’ll give him another chance after all.”
She blinked as a light flashed in her eyes. “What’s that for?” she demanded as Jo lowered her camera.
“You looked so damn smug. Shift over closer to Lex, Ginny. Let me get the three of you.”
“Here she goes,” Lexy muttered, but she flipped her hair back and posed nevertheless.
It was rare for her to take portraits, even candid ones. Jo indulged herself, letting them mug or preen for the camera, framing them in, adjusting the angle, letting the burst of light from her strobe flash illuminate them.
They were beautiful, she realized, each in her own unique fashion. Ginny, with her bottle-blonde frizz and wide-open smile; Lexy, so self-aware and sulky; Kirby, carelessly confident and classy.
They were hers, Jo thought. Each one of them, for different reasons, was part of her. She’d forgotten that for too long.
Her vision blurred before she knew her eyes had flooded with tears. “I’ve missed you all. I’ve missed you so much.” She set the camera aside hastily, then rose from her crouch. “I’ve got to pee.”
“I’ll go with her,” Kirby murmured as Jo rushed out of the clearing. She snagged a flashlight and hurried after. “Jo. Hey.” She had to double her pace to catch up, grab Jo’s arm. “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?”
“My bladder’s full. As a doctor, you should recognize the symptom.”
When Jo started to turn, Kirby simply tightened her grip. “Honey, I’m asking as your friend, and as a doctor. Granny would have said you look peaked. I can tell from this brief session that you’re run-down and stressed out. Won’t you tell me what’s wrong?”
“I don’t know.” Jo pressed a hand to her eyes because they wanted to fill up again. “I can’t talk about it. I just need some space.”
“Okay.” Trust always had to be gained by degrees, Kirby thought. “Will you come and see me? Let me give you a physical?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. I’ll think about it.” Jo steadied herself and managed a smile. “There is one thing I can tell you.”
“What?”
“I’ve got to pee.”
“Well, why didn’t you say so?” Chuckling, Kirby aimed the light on the path. “You go running out of camp without a light, you could end up gator bait.” Cautious, Kirby scanned the thick vegetation fringing the near pond.
“I think I could walk this island blind. It stays with you. I missed it more than I realized, Kirby, but I still feel like a stranger here. It’s a shaky line to walk.”
“You haven’t been home two weeks. Give yourself that time you said you need.”
“I’m trying. Me first,” Jo said and ducked into the little outhouse.
Kirby started to laugh, then found herself shuddering. The minute Jo closed the door she felt completely alone, completely exposed. The sounds of the slough seemed to rush toward her, over her. Rustles and calls and plops. Clouds drifted slyly over the moon and had her gripping her flashlight in both hands.
Ridiculous, she told herself. It was just a leftover reaction to her experience in the woods that afternoon. She was hardly alone. There were campsites pocketed all through the area. She could even see the flicker of lights from lanterns and fires. And Jo was only a single wooden door away.
There was nothing to be frightened of, she reminded herself. There was nothing and no one on the island that meant her any harm.
And she nearly whimpered with relief when Jo stepped out again.
“You’re up,” Jo told her, still buttoning her jeans. “Take the flash. I nearly fell in. It’s black as death in there, and nearly as atmospheric.”
“We could have walked over to the main toilets.”
“I wouldn’t have needed them by the time I got there.”
“Good point. Wait for me, okay?”
Jo hummed assent and leaned back against the door. Then almost immediately straightened when she heard footsteps padding softly to her right. She tensed, told herself that the reaction was a by-product of city living, and watched a light bob closer.
“Hello, there.” The male voice was low and pleasant.
She ordered herself to relax. “Hello. We’ll be out of your way in a minute.”
“No problem. I was just taking a little moonlight walk before I turned in. I’m over at site ten.” He took a few steps closer but stayed in the shadows. “Beautiful night. Beautiful spot. I never expected to see a beautiful woman.”
“You never know what you’ll see on the island.” Jo squinted as the light from his lantern reflected into her eyes. “That’s part of its charm.”
“It certainly is. And I’m enjoying every bit of it. An adventure in every step, don’t you think? The anticipation of what’s to come. I’m a fan of ... anticipation.”
No, she realized, his voice wasn’t pleasant. It was like syrup—too sweet, too thick, and it carried that exaggerated drawl that Yankees insultingly believed mimicked the South.
“Then I’m sure you won’t be disappointed in what Desire has to offer.”
“From where I’m standing, the offerings are perfect.”
If she’d had the flashlight, she would have abandoned manners and shined it in his face. It was the voice coming out of the dark, she told herself, that made it seem so eerie and dangerous. When the door creaked beside her, she turned quickly and reached for Kirby’s hand before Kirby had stepped all the way out.
“We’ve got company,” Jo said, annoyed that her voice was too high and too bright. “This is a popular spot tonight. Number ten was just passing through.”
But when she looked back, raising Kirby’s hand that held the flash, there was no one there. With a panicked sound in her throat, Jo grabbed the flashlight and waved it frantically over the dark grass and trees.
“He was here. There was someone here. I didn’t imagine it. I didn’t.”
“All right.” Gently, Kirby laid a hand on Jo’s shoulder, concerned by the trembling. “It’s all right. Who was he?”
“I don’t know. He was just there. He talked to me. Didn’t you hear?”
“No, I didn’t hear anything.”
“He was almost whispering. That’s why. He didn’t want you to hear him. But he was there.” Her fingers gripped Kirby’s like a vise, the panic beating like bat wings in her stomach. “I swear he was right over there.”
“I believe you, honey, why wouldn’t I?”
“Because he’s gone, and ...” She trailed off, rocked herself for a moment to regain her balance. “I don’t know. Christ, I’m a mess. It was dark, he startled me. I couldn’t see his face.” She blew out a breath, dragged her hair back with both hands. “He creeped me out, I guess.”
“It’s no big deal. I got spooked in the woods today walking to Sanctuary. Ran like a rabbit.”
Jo let out a little laugh, scrubbed her clammy palms dry on the thighs of her jeans. “Really?”
“Jumped gibbering into Brian’s arms. Made him feel big and male enough to kiss me, though, so it wasn’t a complete loss.”
Jo sniffled, grateful that she could feel her legs solidly under her again. “So, how was it?”
“Terrific. I believe I’ll definitely give him another chance.” She gave Jo’s hand a squeeze. “Okay now?”
“Yeah. Sorry.”
“No problem. Spooky place.” Her grin flashed. “Let’s sneak back and scare the hell out of Lex and Ginny.”


AS they started off, hands linked, he watched them from the shadows. He smiled to himself, enjoying the music of quiet female voices drifting away. It was best, he realized, that she had come with the other one. He might have felt compelled to move to the next stage if Jo Ellen had wandered so neatly into him alone.
And he wasn’t ready, not nearly ready, to move from anticipation to reality. There was still so much to prepare, so much to enjoy.
But, oh, how he wanted her. To taste that sexy, top-heavy mouth, to spread those long thighs, to close his hands around that pretty white throat.
He closed his eyes and let the image of it roll through his brain. The frozen image of Annabelle, so still and so perfect, shifted into hot life and became his. Became Jo.
A portion of the journal he carried with him played through his head.
Murder fascinates us all. Some would deny it, but they are liars. Man is helplessly drawn to the mirror of his own mortality. Animals kill to survive—for food, for territory, for sex. Nature kills without emotion.
But man also kills for pleasure. It has always been so. We alone among the animals know that the taking of a life is the essence of control and power.
Soon I’ll experience the perfection of that. And capture it. My own immortality.
He shuddered in pleasure.
Anticipation, he mused as he turned on his light again to guide his way. Yes, he was a huge fan of anticipation.




 NINE
THE cheerful whistling woke Nathan. As he drifted in that nether-world just under full consciousness, he dreamed of a bird chirping happily on the near branch of the maple tree outside his window. There had been one in his youth, a mockingbird that sang its morning song every day for a full summer, greeting him so reliably that he had named it Bud.
Hazy, hot days filled with the important business of bike riding and ball playing and Popsicle licking.
The insistent wake-up call caused Nathan to greet every morning with a grin and a quick salute to Bud. He’d been devastated when Bud deserted him in late August, but Nathan’s mother said that Bud had probably gone off early for his winter vacation.
Nathan rolled over and thought how odd it was that Bud should know how to whistle “Ring of Fire.” In the half dream the bird hopped onto the windowsill, a cartoon bird now, a Disney character with sleek black feathers and Johnny Cash’s weathered, been-there-done-that face.
When the bird began executing some sharp choreography that included high kicks and fancy spins, Nathan jerked himself awake. He stared at the window, half expecting to see a richly animated cartoon extravaganza.
“Jesus.” He ran his hands over his face. “No more canned chili at midnight, Delaney.”
He rolled over facedown on the pillow. Then he realized that while the bird wasn’t there, the whistling was.
Grunting, he crawled out of bed and stepped into the cutoffs he’d stepped out of the night before. Brain bleary, he blinked at the clock, winced, then stumbled out of the room to find out who the hell was so cheerful at six-fifteen.
He followed the whistling—it was “San Antonio Rose” now—out the screened porch, down the steps. A shiny red pickup was parked behind his Jeep in the short drive. Its owner was under the house, standing on a stepladder and doing something to the ductwork while whistling his heart out. The ropy muscles rippling outside and under the thin blue T-shirt had Nathan readjusting his thoughts of quick murder.
Maybe he could take Whistling Boy, he considered. They looked to be close to the same height. He couldn’t see the face, but the gimme cap, the snug jeans, and scruffy work boots said youth to Nathan.
He’d think about killing him after coffee, he decided.
“What the hell are you doing?”
Whistling Boy turned his head, shot a quick, cheerful grin from under the bill of his cap. “Morning. You got some leaks here. Gotta get it up and running right before AC weather hits.”
“You’re air-conditioning repair?”
“Hell, I’m everything repair.” He stepped off the ladder, swiping a hand clean on the seat of his jeans before holding it out to Nathan. “I’m Giff Verdon. I fix anything.”
Nathan studied the friendly brown eyes, the crooked incisor, dimples, the shaggy mess of sun-streaked hair spilling out of the cap, and gave up. “You fix coffee? Decent coffee?”
“You got the makings, I can fix it.”
“They got some sort of cone thing with a ...” Nathan illustrated vaguely with his hands. “Pot.”
“Drip coffee. That’s the best. You look like you could use some, Mr. Delaney.”
“Nathan. I’ll give you a hundred dollars for a real pot of coffee.”
Giff gave a chuckling laugh, slapped Nathan smartly on the back. “You need it that bad, it’s free. Let’s go fix you up.”
“You always start work at dawn?” Nathan asked as he shuffled up the steps behind Giff.
“Get an early start, you enjoy more of the day.” He headed directly to the stove, filled the kettle at the sink. “Got any filters?”
“No.”
“Well, we’ll jury-rig her, then.” Giff tore off some paper towels, folded them cleverly, and slipped them into the plastic cone. “You’re an architect, right?”
“Yeah.”
Nathan ran his tongue over his teeth, thought fleetingly about brushing them. After coffee. Worlds could be conquered, oceans could be crossed, women could be seduced. After coffee. Life would be worth living again. After coffee.
“I used to think I’d be one.”
“Used to think you’d be one what?” Nathan prompted as Giff dug into the cabinet over the stove for coffee.
“An architect. I could always see these places in my head, houses mostly, windows, rooflines, shades of brick and siding. Right down to the fancy work.” Giff scooped coffee out of the can and into the cone with the careless precision of habit. “I could even walk myself inside, go through the layout. Sometimes I’d shift things around. That stairway doesn’t belong over there, it’s better over here.”
“I know what you mean.”
“Well, I could never afford the schooling or the time to go off and study, so I build instead.”
In anticipation, Nate got out two mugs. “You’re a builder?”
“Well, now, I don’t know if I’d say that. Nothing that fancy, really. I do add-ons, fix things up.” He patted the tool belt cocked with gunslinger swagger on his hip. “Swing a hammer. Always something needs to be done around here, so I keep busy. Maybe one of these days I’ll take one of the houses in my head and build it from the ground up.”
Nathan leaned back against the counter and tried not to drool as Giff poured boiling water into the cone. “Have you done any work at Sanctuary?”
“Sure. This and that. I worked on the crew that remodeled the kitchen for Brian over there. Miz Pendleton’s got in her mind to add on a little bathhouse. A solarium, like. Something where she can put a Jacuzzi tub and maybe an exercise room. People look for that kind of thing now when they’re on vacation. I’m putting together a design for her.”
“The south side,” Nathan said to himself. “The light would be right, and it could be worked right into the gardens.”
“Yep, just what I was figuring.” Giff’s smile widened. “I guess I’m on the right track there if you thought the same.”
“I’d like to see your drawings for it.”
“Yeah?” Surprise and pleasure zipped through him. “Great. I’ll bring them by sometime when I got them a little more complete. Better payment than a hundred bucks for the coffee. Drip takes time,” he added, noting the way Nathan was eyeing the slowly filling pot. “The best things do.”
When Nathan was in the shower, sipping his second cup while hot water pounded the back of his neck, he had to agree that Giff was right. Some things were worth the wait. His mind was clear again, his system all but singing with caffeine. By the time he was dressed and had downed cup number three, he was primed for the hike to Sanctuary and set for an enormous breakfast.
Both the pickup and Giff were gone when Nathan walked down the steps again. Off to fix up something else, Nathan decided. He knew Giff had been amused when he’d asked him to write down the instructions for brewing drip coffee, step by step. But Nathan dealt better with a clear outline.
He caught himself whistling “I Walk the Line.” Back to Johnny Cash, he thought, with a shake of his head. And he didn’t even like country music.
When he stepped into the forest, dim and green, he deliberately slowed his steps and followed the gentle bend of the river under the arching sway of limbs and moss. Because it always struck him as entering a church, he stopped whistling.
A flutter of color caught his eye, and he stopped to watch a sunny yellow butterfly flit along the path. To the left, the lances of palmettos, tangled vines, and twisted trunks formed a wall that reached up and up, giving him glimpses of scarlet from the flowering vine, snatches of vivid blue sky through the forks of branches.
Though it was a detour, he kept to the river path a bit longer, knowing that the water would widen and lead him deeper into the cool stillness.
Then he saw her, crouched beside a fallen log. Her baggy jacket was pushed up past her elbows, her hair was pulled back into a stubby tail. She had one knee on the damp ground, the other foot planted for balance.
He couldn’t have said why he found that so attractive. Why he found her so ... interesting.
But he stayed where he was, and remained silent, watching Jo set up her shot.
He thought he knew what she was after. The play of light on the water, the shadows of trees on the dark surface, the faint breath of mist just fading. A small, intimate miracle. And the way the river curved, just beyond, Nathan thought. The way it disappeared around that bend where the grass was high and wet and the trees thick made one wonder what could be seen, if you only walked on.
When he saw the doe step out to the left, he stepped forward quietly and crouched behind her. She jolted when he laid a hand on her shoulder, so he squeezed.
“Ssh. To the left,” he murmured near her ear. “Ten o’clock.”
Though her heart had leaped and pounded, Jo shifted the camera. When she focused on the doe, she took a steadying breath and waited.
She caught the doe, head lifted, scenting the air. Then again her shutter clicked as the deer scanned the river and looked across directly at the two humans, crouched and still. Her arms began to ache as seconds passed into minutes. But she didn’t move, unwilling to risk losing a shot. The reward came when the doe picked her way gracefully through the grass and the yearling slipped out of the trees and joined her at the verge to drink.
Light slanted down in dreamy white shafts that slid like liquid through the faint, swimming mist, and the deers’ tongues sent ripples spreading soft and slow over the dark water.
She would underexpose, just a bit, she thought, to accent that otherworldly aura rather than go for the crisp clarity of reality. The prints should look enchanted, with the faintest of fairy-tale blurs.
She didn’t lower her camera until she’d run out of film, and even then she remained silent, watching while the deer meandered downriver and around the bend.
“Thanks. I might have missed them.”
“No, I don’t think so.”
She turned her head, had to will herself not to jerk back. She hadn’t realized he was quite that close, or that his hand still made warm connection with her shoulder. “You move quietly, Nathan. I never heard you.”
“You were pretty absorbed. Did you get the shot you were working on before the deer?”
“We’ll see.”
“I’ve been taking some shots myself. Old hobby.”
“Natural that it would be. It’d be in your blood.”
He didn’t care for the sound of that and shook his head. “No, I don’t have a passion for it. Just an amateur’s interest. And a lot of equipment.”
She never knew whether it was easier to speak of such losses, or say nothing. So she said nothing.
“In any case,” he continued, “I’ve got all the professional equipment now, and a very minor skill.” He smiled at her. “Not like yours.”
“How do you know I have any skill when you haven’t seen my work?”
“Excellent question. I could say the opinion comes from watching you work just now. You have the patience, the silent grace, the stillness. Stillness is an attractive quality.”
“Maybe, but I’ve been still long enough.” She started to rise, but he shifted his hand from her shoulder to her elbow and drew her up with him. “I don’t want to keep you from your walk.”
“Jo Ellen, you keep brushing me off, I’m going to get a complex.” She looked more rested, he thought. There was a little color in her cheeks—but that could have been brought on by annoyance. He smiled and lifted the single-lens reflex camera that hung around her neck. “I’ve got this model.”
“Do you?” Remembering his upbringing, she stopped herself from tugging the camera away from him. “As I said, it would be hard for you not to have some interest in photography. Was your father disappointed that you didn’t follow in his f-steps?”
“No.” Nathan continued to study the Nikon, remembering his father patiently instructing him on aperture, field of vision. “My parents never wanted me to be anything but what I wanted to be. Anyway, Kyle made his living with a camera.”
“Oh, I didn’t realize.” Kyle was dead too, she remembered abruptly and, without thinking, touched a hand to Nathan’s. “Look, if it’s a tender spot, there’s no need to poke at it.”
“You can’t ignore it either.” Nathan shrugged his shoulders. “Kyle based himself in Europe—Milan, Paris, London. He did a lot of fashion photography.”
“It’s an art of its own.”
“Sure. And you take pictures of rivers.”
“Among other things.”
“I’d like to see.”
“Why?”
“We’ve just established that it’s an interest of mine.” He released her camera. “I’m going to spend more time on it while I’m here. And I’d like to see your work. Like you said, it’s ... connected to my father.”
It was the right tack to take. He could almost see her mind change from automatic refusal to agreement. “I brought some with me. You could take a look sometime, I suppose.”
“Good. How about now? I was heading over to Sanctuary anyway.”
“All right, but I don’t have a lot of time. I’m still on housekeeping duty.” She started to bend to pick up her camera bag, but he beat her to it.
“I’ve got it.”
Jo walked with him, dug her cigarettes out of her jacket pocket. “This isn’t another come-on, is it?”
“It would be if I’d thought of it. I’ve still got that steak waiting.”
“It’s going to get freezer burn.” She exhaled, studied him through narrowed eyes. “Why did your wife leave you?”
“What makes you think she left me?”
“Okay—why did you leave her?”
“We left each other.” He brushed some low-hanging moss out of their way. “Marriage canceled through lack of interest. Are you trying to gauge what kind of husband I was before you let me grill you a piece of meat?”
“No.” But the annoyance in his tone made her lips twitch. “But I would have if I’d thought of it. Why don’t we leave that topic, and I’ll ask you how you’ve enjoyed your first week on Desire.”
He stopped, turned, looked at her. “Isn’t this just about where you fell into the water that summer?”
She lifted a brow. “No, actually, it was quite a bit farther downriver that you pushed me into the water. And if you’ve got a notion to repeat yourself, I’d think again.”
“You know, one of the reasons I’m here is to revisit some of those days, and nights.” He took a step forward, she took a step back. “Are you sure it wasn’t here that you went in?”
“Yes, I’m sure.” He backed her up another step. She slapped a hand on his chest but found herself maneuvered nearer the bank. “Just like I’m sure I’m not going in again.”
“Don’t be too sure.” As her feet skidded on the wet grass, he hauled her back and against him. “Oops.” And grinning, locked his arms comfortably around her waist. “Not much to you, is there?”
She gripped his arms firmly, just in case. “There’s enough.”
“I guess I’ll have to take your word for that ... and anticipate finding out for myself. Anticipation’s half the fun.”
“What?” She felt her blood drain down to the soles of her feet. I’m a big fan of anticipation. “What did you say?”
“That I’d take your word for it. Hey.” He shifted his weight, pulled her closer as she struggled against him. “Watch out, or we’re both going to be taking a morning dip.”
He managed to pull her back from the edge. Her face had gone sheet-white, and tremors jerked from her so that her skin seemed to bump against his palms.
“Steady,” he murmured and gathered her against him. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”
“No.” The fear had come and gone rapidly, and left her feeling like a fool. Because her heart was still thumping, she let herself be held—wondered how long it had been since anyone had put arms around her and let her rest there. “No, it was nothing. Stupid. There was a guy at the campground a couple of nights ago. He said something similar. He scared me.”
“I’m sorry.”
She let out a long sigh. “Not your fault, really. My nerves are a little close to the surface these days.”
“He didn’t hurt you?”
“No, no, he never touched me. It was just creepy.”
She left her head against his shoulder, started to close her eyes. It would have been so easy to stay there. Being held. Being safe. But easy wasn’t always the right way. Or the smart way.
“I’m not going to sleep with you, Nathan.”
He waited a moment, letting himself enjoy the feel of her snug against him, the texture of her hair against his cheek. “Well, then, I may as well drown myself in the river right now. You’ve just shattered my lifelong dream.”
He made her want to laugh, and she squelched down the bubble in her throat. “I’m trying to be up front with you.”
“Why don’t you lie to me for a while instead? Soothe my ego.” He gave her ponytail a little tug, and she lifted her head. “In fact, why don’t we start with something simple and work our way up to complications?”
She watched his gaze dip down to her mouth, linger, then slide slowly back up to her eyes. She could almost taste the kiss, feel the hum of it on her lips. It would be simple to close her eyes and let his mouth close over hers. It would be easy to lean forward and meet him halfway.
Instead, she lifted a hand, pressed her fingers to his mouth. “Don’t.”
He sighed, took her wrist and skimmed his lips over her knuckles. “Jo, you sure know how to make a man work for his pleasures.”
“I’m not going to be one of your pleasures.”
“You already are.” He kept her hand in his and turned to walk to Sanctuary. “Don’t ask me why.”
Since he didn’t seem to expect her to comment on that, or to make small talk, Jo walked in silence. She was going to have to think about this ... situation, she decided. She wasn’t foolish enough to deny that she’d had a reaction to him. That physical, gut-level click any woman recognized as basic lust. It was normal enough to be almost soothing.
She might be losing her mind, but her body was still functioning on all the elemental circuits.
She hadn’t felt the click often enough in her life to take it for granted. And when it was so obviously echoed in the man who caused it . . . that was something to think about.
For now, at least, this was something she could control, something she could understand, analyze, and list clear choices about. But she suspected that the trouble with clicks was that they caused itches. And the trouble with itches was that they nagged until she just gave the hell up and scratched.
“We’ll have to make this quick,” she told Nathan and headed toward the side door.
“I know. You’re on bed-making detail. I won’t keep you long. I’m planning on sniffing around Brian until he feeds me.”
“If you’re not busy, you might talk him into getting out afterward. Going to the beach, doing some fishing. He spends too much time here.”
“He loves it here.”
“I know.” She turned into a long hallway where a mural of forest and river flowed over the wall. “That doesn’t mean he has to serve Sanctuary every hour of every day.” She pressed a hinge, and a section of the mural opened.
“That’s an odd way to put it,” Nathan commented, following her through the opening and up the stairs into what had once been the servants’ quarters and was now the private entrance to the family wing. “Serving Sanctuary.”
“It’s what he does. I suppose it’s what all of us do when we’re here.”
She turned left at the top of the stairs. As she passed the first open door, she glanced into Lexy’s room. The huge old canopy bed was empty. Unmade, naturally. Clothes were scattered everywhere—on the Aubusson carpet, the polished floor, the dainty Queen Anne chairs. The scents of lotions and perfumes and powders hung on the air in female celebration.
“Well, maybe not all of us,” Jo muttered and kept walking.
Taking a key out of her pocket, she unlocked a narrow door. Nathan’s brows lifted in surprise when he walked in. It was a fully equipped and ruthlessly organized darkroom.
An ancient and threadbare rug protected the random-width-pine floor; thick shades were drawn down and snugly fastened to stay that way over twin windows. Shelves of practical gray metal were lined with bottles of chemicals, plastic tubs. On others were boxes of thick black cardboard, which he assumed held her paper, contact sheets, and prints. There was a long wooden worktable, a high stool.
“I didn’t realize you had a darkroom here.”
“It used to be a bath and dressing room.” Jo hit the white light, then moved around the prints she’d developed the night before that were still hanging on the drying line. “I hounded Cousin Kate until she let me take out the wall and the fixtures and turn it into my darkroom. I’d been saving for three years so I could buy the equipment.”
She ran a hand over the enlarger, remembering how carefully she’d priced them, counted her pennies. “Kate bought this for me for my sixteenth birthday. Brian gave me the shelves and the workbench. Lex got me paper and developing fluid. They surprised me with them before I could spend my savings. It was the best birthday I’ve ever had.”
“Family comes through,” Nathan said, and noted she hadn’t mentioned her father.
“Yes, sometimes they do.” She inclined her head at his unspoken question. “He gave me the room. After all, it wasn’t easy for my father to give up a wall.” She turned away to reach up for a box above her matting machine. “I’m compiling prints for a book I’m contracted for. These are probably the best of the lot, though I still have some culling to do.”
“You’re doing a book? That’s great.”
“That remains to be seen. Right now it’s just something to be worried about.” She stepped back as he walked up to the box, then tucked her thumbs in her back pockets.
It took only the first print for him to see that she was well beyond competent. His father had been competent, Nathan mused, at times inspired. But if she considered herself David Delaney’s pupil, she had far outreached her mentor.
The black-and-white print shimmered with drama, the lines so clean, so crisp they might have been carved with a scalpel. It was a study of a bridge soaring over churning water—the white bridge empty, the dark water restless, and the sun just breaking the far horizon.
Another showed a single tree, branches wide and spreading and empty of leaves over a deserted, freshly plowed field. He could have counted the furrows. He went through them slowly, saying nothing, struck time after time at what she could see, and freeze and take away with her.
He came to a night shot, a brick building, windows dark but for the top three, which glowed startlingly bright. He could see the dampness on the brick, the faint mist swirling above black puddles. And could all but feel the chilly, moist air on his skin.
“They’re wonderful. You know that. You’d have to be ridiculously neurotic and humble not to know how much talent you have.”
“I wouldn’t say I’m humble.” She smiled a little. “Neurotic, probably. Art demands neuroses.”
“I wouldn’t say neurotic.” Curious, he lowered the last print so that he could study her face. “But lonely. Why are you so lonely?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. My work—”
“Is brilliant,” he interrupted. “And heartbreaking. In every one of these it’s as if someone’s just walked away and there’s no one there but you.”
Uneasy, she took the print from him, put it back in the box. “I’m not terribly interested in portrait photography. It’s not what I do.”
“Jo.” He touched his fingertips to her cheek, saw by the flicker in her eye that the simple gesture had startled her. “You close people out. It makes your work visually stunning and emotional. But what does it do to the rest of your life?”
“My work is the rest of my life.” With a sharp slap, she set the box back on the shelf. “Now, as I said, I’ve got a full morning.”
“I won’t take up much more of it.” But he turned idly and began to examine the prints on the drying line. When he laughed, Jo hunched her shoulders and prepared to snarl. “For someone who claims to have no interest in portrait photography, you sure hit it dead on.”
Scowling, she walked over and saw that he’d homed in on one of the shots she’d taken at the campground. “That’s hardly work, it’s—”
“Terrific,” he finished. “Fun, even intimate. That’s the doc with her arm slung around your sister. Who’s the woman with the acre of smile?”
“Ginny Pendleton,” Jo muttered, trying not to be amused. Ginny’s smile was just that, an acre wide, fertile and full of promise. “She’s a friend.”
“They’re all friends. It shows—the affection and that female connection. And it shows that the photographer’s connected, not in the picture maybe, but of it.”
Jo shifted uncomfortably. “We were drunk, or getting there.”
“Good for you. This is undoubtedly wrong for the theme of the book you’re doing now, but you ought to keep it in mind if you do another. Never hurts to mix a little fun in with your angst.”
“You just like looking at attractive, half-plowed females.”
“Why not?” He tipped a hand under her chin, lifting it higher when she would have jerked away. “I’d love to see what you do with a self-portrait the next time you’re feeling that loose.”
His eyes were warm and friendly, so damned attractive in the way they looked direct and deep into hers. She felt that little click again, sharper this time.
“Go away, Nathan.”
“Okay.” Before either of them could think about it, he dipped his head and touched his lips lightly to hers. Then touched them there again, a little longer, a little more firmly. Warmer than he’d expected, he thought, and more arousing, as she’d kept her eyes open and unblinking on his throughout. “You shivered,” he said quietly.
“No, I didn’t.”
He skimmed his thumb over her jawline before he dropped his hands. “Well, one of us did.”
And she was mortally afraid she would do so again. “You’re not going away.”
“I guess not—at least not the way you mean.” He pressed his lips to her forehead this time. She didn’t shiver, but her heart lurched. “No, definitely not the way you mean.”
When he left her, she turned to the window, hurriedly unfastening the shade to throw it up and the window behind it. She wanted air, air to cool her blood and clear her mind. Even as she gulped it in, she saw the figure standing near the edge of the dune swale with the wind breezing through his hair, fluttering his shirt.
Alone, as her father was always alone, with every person who would reach out closed off behind that thin, invisible wall of his own making. With a vicious pull, she slammed the window shut again, shot the shade down.
Damn it, she wasn’t her father. She wasn’t her mother. She was herself. And maybe that was why there were times when she felt as if she was no one at all.




 TEN
GIFF was whistling again. Nathan tried to identify the tune as he tackled his French toast at the breakfast counter, but this one eluded him. He could only assume Giff had wandered too deep into country-western territory for Nathan’s limited education to follow.
The man was certainly a cheerful worker, Nathan mused. And apparently he could fix anything. Nathan was certain it had taken absolute faith for Brian to ask Giff to take apart the restaurant’s dishwasher in the middle of the breakfast shift.
Now Brian was frying and grilling and stirring, Giff was whistling and tinkering with dishwasher guts, and Nathan was downing a second helping of golden French toast and apple chutney.
He couldn’t remember when he’d ever enjoyed a meal more.
“How’s it coming, Giff?” Brian stepped around Giff to set a completed order under the warmer.
“Fair to middlin’.”
“You don’t get that thing up and running by end of shift, Nate here’s going to be washing those dishes by hand.”
“I am?” Nathan swallowed the next bite. “I only used one.”
“House rules. You eat in the kitchen, you pick up the slack. Right, Giff?”
“Yep. Don’t think it’s going to come to that, though. I’ll get her.” He glanced over as Lexy swung through the door. “Yep,” he said with a grin, “I’ll get her, in my own time.”
She spared him a sidelong flick of lashes, annoyed that he managed to look so cute in a silly baseball cap and grubby T-shirt. “Two more specials, one with ham, one with bacon. Two eggs over light, bacon, side of grits, wheat toast. Giff, keep your big feet out of the way,” she complained, stepping around them to pick up her orders under the warmer.
Giff’s grin was already spreading wide as she swung out the door again. “That sister of yours is the prettiest damn thing, Bri.”
“So you say, Giff.” Brian cracked two eggs, slid them into a skillet.
“She’s crazy about me.”
“I could tell. The way she bubbled over when she saw you was embarrassing.”
Giff snorted, tapped the handle of his screwdriver against his palm. “That’s just her way. She wants a man sniffing after her like a puppy, gets her nose up in the air when you don’t. She’ll come around. You just got to understand how a particular female works, is all.”
“Who the hell understands how any females work?” Brian gestured with his spatula at Nathan. “Do you understand, Nate?”
Nathan contemplated the next bite of French toast, watched the syrup drip lazily. “No,” he decided. “No, I can’t say that I do. And I’ve done considerable studying on the subject. You could even say I’ve dedicated a small portion of my life to it, with mixed results.”
“It’s not a matter of how they all work.” Patiently Giff began replacing screws. “You gotta focus in on the one. It’s like an engine. One don’t necessarily run the same as another, even if they’re the same make and model. They’ve just got their particular quirks. Now, Alexa ...”
He trailed off, carefully sending another screw home, selecting the next. “She’s almost too pretty for her own good. She thinks about that a lot, worries over it.”
“She’s got enough glop on her bathroom counter to paint up a Vegas chorus line,” Brian put in.
“Some women feel that’s a responsibility. Now, Lex, she gets ticked off if a man’s not dazzled by her twenty-four hours a day, and if he is dazzled twenty-four hours a day, she figures he’s an idiot ’cause he’s not seeing anything but the surface. The trick is to find the line, then choose the right time and place to cross it.”
Brian flipped eggs onto a plate. It was Lexy to a tee, he mused. Contrary and annoying. “Seems like too much work to me.”
“Hell, Bri, women aren’t anything but work.” Giff flicked up the brim of his hat, dimples flashing. “That’s part of the appeal. She’ll run for you now,” he added, nodding at the dishwasher.
Gauging the time, he calculated that Lexy would be coming back in for her orders any moment. “Ginny and me and some of the others are thinking of having a bonfire on the beach tonight,” he said casually. “Down around by Osprey Dunes. I got a lot of scrap wood put by, and it’s going to be a clear night.” When Lexy pushed through the door, Giff was a satisfied man. “I thought you might want to tell your guests here, let the cottagers and campers know.”
“Know what?” Lex demanded.
“About the bonfire.”
“Tonight?” Her eyes lit as she set dishes on the counter. “Where?”
“Down around Osprey.” Giff carefully replaced his tools in his dented metal box. “You’ll come on down, won’t you, Brian?”
“I don’t know, Giff. I’ve got some paperwork to catch up on.”
“Oh, come on, Bri.” Lexy nudged him as she reached for the new orders. “Don’t be such a stick. We’ll all come.” Hoping to irritate Giff, she flashed an inviting smile at Nathan. “You’ll come down, won’t you? There’s nothing like a bonfire on the beach.”
“Wouldn’t miss it.” He slid a cautious glance at Giff, hoping the man had put his hammer away.
“Terrific.” She beamed at him as she walked by, the full-candlepower smile she saved for special occasions. “I’ll start spreading the word.”
Giff scratched his chin as he unfolded himself and rose. “No need to look so uneasy, Nate. Flirting comes naturally to Lexy.”
“Uh-huh.” Nathan eyed the toolbox, thought of all the potential weapons inside.
“Doesn’t bother me any.” At home, Giff took a biscuit out of a bowl and bit in. “Man decides to take on a beautiful woman, he’s got to expect a little flirting on her side, a lot of looking from other men. So you go right on and look.” Giff hefted his toolbox and winked. “Now, you do more than look, we’d have to go around some. See you tonight.”
He went off whistling.
“You know, Bri ...” Nathan picked up his plate to carry it to the sink. “That guy has biceps like rock. I don’t believe I’m even going to look.”
“Good thinking. Now you can pay for that breakfast by loading the dishwasher.”


“I don’t feel like socializing, Kate. I’m going to do some darkroom work tonight.”
“You’re not doing any kind of work.” Kate marched over to Jo’s dresser, picked up the simple wooden-handled hairbrush, and shook it at her. “You’re going to put on some lipstick, fix your hair, and go down to that bonfire. You’re going to dance in the sand, drink some wine, and by God, you’re going to have a good time.”
Before Jo could protest again, Kate held up a hand, traffic-cop style. “Save your breath, girl. I’ve already had this round with Brian, and won. You might as well just throw in the towel now.”
When she tossed the hairbrush, Jo caught it before it beaned her. “I don’t see why it matters—”
“It matters,” Kate said between her teeth and wrenched open the door on the rosewood armoire. “It matters that people in this house learn how to have a little fun now and then. When I’m through with you, I’m going to go browbeat your father.”
Jo snorted, flopped back on the bed. “Not a chance.”
“He’ll go,” Kate said grimly as she studied what there was of Jo’s wardrobe. “If I have to knock him unconscious and drag him down to the beach. Don’t you have a blouse in here that looks remotely like you care what you have on your back?” Disgusted, she shoved aside hangers. “Something the least bit stylish or attractive?”
Without waiting for an answer, she went to the door, calling out, “Alexa! You pick out a blouse for your sister and bring it down here.”
“I don’t want one of her shirts.” Alarmed now, Jo hopped up. “If I have to go, I’ll go in my own clothes. And I’m not going, so it doesn’t matter.”
“You’re going. Put some curl in your hair. I’m tired of seeing it just hang there.”
“I don’t have anything to put curl in it with if I wanted curl in it, which I don’t.”
“Hah!” was Kate’s only response. “Alexa, you bring that blouse and your hot rollers down here to your sister’s room.”
“You stay out of here, Lex,” Jo shouted. “Kate, I’m not sixteen years old.”
“No, you’re not.” Kate gave a decisive nod, the little gold drops in her ears bobbing at the movement. “You’re a grown woman, and a lovely one. It’s long past time you took some pride in it. Now, you’re going, and you’re going to put some effort into your appearance, and I won’t take any sass about it. Damn kids, fighting me every which way,” she muttered and swung into Jo’s bathroom. “Not even a wand of mascara in here. You want to be a nun, enter a convent. Lipstick is not a tool of Satan.”
With a blouse slung over her shoulder and a case of hot rollers in her hand, Lexy came in. Her mood was up in anticipation of the night ahead, so she grinned and wiggled her eyebrows at Jo. “On one of her rampages?”
“Big-time one. I don’t want my hair curled.”
“Oh, loosen up, Jo Ellen.” Lexy dumped the rollers on the dresser, then checked out her own appearance in the mirror. She’d kept the makeup subtle to suit the casual event. In any case, firelight was terrifically flattering. Most would be wearing jeans, she knew, so her long, flowing skirt covered with red poppies would make an interesting contrast.
“And I’m not wearing your clothes.”
“Suit yourself.” Lexy turned, pursed her lips, and gave her sister the once-over. She was feeling just good enough to be companionable. “Hmm. Frills aren’t your style.”
“Now there’s news. Just let me note that down.”
Lexy let the sarcasm roll off her perfumed shoulders and walked a slow circle around her sister. “Got a plain black T-shirt that isn’t so baggy two of you could slide into it?”
Wary, Jo nodded. “Probably.”
“Black jeans?” At Jo’s assenting shrug, Lexy tapped her finger to her lips. “That’s the way we’ll go then. Sleek and hip. Maybe some dangles at the ears and a good belt to accessorize, but that’s all. No curls, either.”
“No curls?”
“Nope, but you need a new do.” Lexy continued to tap her finger, her eyes narrowing, her head nodding. “I can fix that. A little snip here, a little snip there.”
“Snip?” Jo put both hands to her hair in defense. “What do you mean, snip? I’m not letting you cut my hair.”
“What do you care? It’s just hanging there anyway.”
“Exactly.” Kate breezed back in. “Lexy’s got a nice touch with hair. She trims mine up if I can’t get over to the mainland. Go wash it, Jo. Lexy, go get your scissors.”
“Fine.” Defeated, Jo threw up her hands. “Just fine. If she scalps me I won’t have to go sit on the sand with a bunch of fools half the night listening to somebody sing ‘Kum Ba Yah.’ ”
Fifteen minutes later, she found herself sitting with a towel bibbed around her and bits of hair falling. “Jesus.” Jo squeezed her eyes tight. “I have lost my mind. It’s now official.”
“Stop squirming,” Lexy ordered, but there was a laugh in the order rather than a sting. “I’ve barely done anything. Yet. And think how long this is going to keep Cousin Kate off your back.”
“Yeah.” Jo forced her shoulders to relax. “Yeah, there is that.”
“You’ve got great hair, Jo. Good body, a nice natural wave.” She pouted a little, studying her own wildly spiraling mane in the mirror. “Don’t know why I have to pay such money for curl, myself. My hair’s straight as a pin.”
With a shrug for life’s vagaries, she concentrated again on the job at hand. “A decent cut’s all you need. What I’m doing is giving you one that you won’t have to do a thing with.”
“I already don’t do a thing.”
“And it looks it. This won’t.”
“Just don’t cut off too . . .” Jo’s eyes went huge, her throat closed as she watched three inches of hair flop into her lap. “Christ! Oh, Christ! What have you done?”
“Relax, I’m giving you bangs, that’s all.”
“Bangs? Bangs? I didn’t ask for bangs.”
“Well, you’re getting them. A nice fringe to the eyebrow. Your eyes are your best feature. This will highlight them, and it’s a nice, casual look that suits you.” She continued to comb and snip, stood back, scowled and snipped some more. “I like it. Yes, I like it.”
“Good for you,” Jo muttered. “You wear it.”
“You’re going to owe me an apology.” Lexy squirted some gel in her palm, rubbed her hands together, then slicked them through Jo’s damp hair. “You only need a little of this, about the size of a dime.”
Jo scowled at the tube. “I don’t use hair gunk.”
“You’re going to. Just a little,” she repeated, then switched on her blow-dryer. “You can air-dry it too, but this’ll give it a little more volume. Won’t take you more than ten minutes in the morning to fuss with it.”
“Doesn’t take me more than two now. What’s the damn point?” Jo told herself she didn’t care about the cut. She was tired of sitting there being fussed with, that was all. She wasn’t nervous.
“Fine.” Lexy switched off the dryer, tugged out the plug. “All you do is bitch and find fault. Go ahead and look like a hag. I don’t give a shit.” She stormed out, leaving Jo to tug the towel aside bad-temperedly.
But when she caught her reflection in the mirror, she stopped, stepped closer. It looked ... nice, she decided, and lifted a hand to brush the tips. Instead of hanging, it skimmed, she supposed, angled over the ears, graduated toward the back. It was sort of . . . breezy, she decided. The bangs weren’t such a bad touch after all. Experimentally, she shook her head. Everything fell back into place, more or less. Nothing drooped into her eyes to irritate her.
She picked up her brush, ran it through and watched her hair rise and fall in nice, neat blunt ends. Tidy, she mused. Fuss-free, but with, well, style. She had to admit it had style and the style flattered.
The memory snuck through of sitting on the edge of her bed while her mother brushed her hair.
You’ve got beautiful hair, Jo Ellen. So thick and soft. It’s going to be your crowning glory.
It’s the same color as yours, Mama.
I know. And Annabelle laughed and hugged her close. You’ll be my little twin.
“I can’t be your twin, Mama,” Jo whispered now. “I can’t be like you.”
Wasn’t that why she’d never done anything more with her hair than scrape it back into an elastic band? Wasn’t that why there was no tube of mascara in the bathroom? Was it stubbornness, Jo wondered, or was it fear, that kept her from spending more than five minutes a day on her appearance? From really looking at herself?
If she was going to keep herself sane, Jo thought, she was going to have to learn how to face what she saw in the mirror every day. And facing it, she realized, she would have to learn to accept it.
Taking a bracing breath, she left her room and walked down to Lexy’s.
She found Lexy in the bathroom, choosing a lipstick from among the clutter of cosmetics on the counter.
“I’m sorry.” When Lexy said nothing, Jo took the last step forward. “Lexy, I am sorry. You were absolutely right. I was being bitchy, I was finding fault.”
Lexy stared down at the little gold tube, watched the slick red stick slide up and down. “Why?”
“I’m scared.”
“Of what?”
“Everything.” It was a relief to admit it, finally. “Everything scares me these days. Even a new haircut.” She managed to work up a smile. “Even a terrific new haircut.”
Lexy relented enough to smile back when their eyes met in the mirror. “It is pretty terrific. It would look better if you had some color, fixed up your eyes.”
Jo sighed, looked down at the personal department store of cosmetics. “Why not? Can I use some of this stuff?”
“Anything there would work. We’re the same coloring.” Lexy turned back to the mirror, carefully painted her lips. “Jo ... are you scared of being alone?”
“No. I do alone really well.” Jo picked up blusher, sniffed at it. “That’s about all that doesn’t scare me.”
“Funny. That’s about the only thing that does scare me.”


THE fire speared up, rose out of white sand and toward a black, diamond-studded sky. Like some Druid ritual fire, Nathan thought, as he sipped an icy beer and watched the flames. He could imagine robed figures dancing around it, offering sacrifices to some primitive and hungry god.
And where the hell had that come from? he wondered, and took another swig to wash the image away.
The night was cool, the fire hot, and the beach, so often deserted, was filled with people and sound and music. He just wasn’t quite ready to be part of it. He watched the mating dances, the ebb and flow of male and female as basic as the tide.
And he thought of the photos Jo had shown him that morning, those frozen slices of lonely. Maybe it had taken that, he realized, to make him see how lonely he’d become.
“Hey, handsome.” Ginny plopped down on the sand beside him. “Whatcha doing over here all by yourself?”
“Searching for the meaning of life.”
She hooted cheerfully. “Well, that’s easy. It’s living it.” She offered him a hot dog, fresh out of the fire and burned to a crisp. “Eat up.”
Nathan took a bite, tasted charcoal and sand. “Yum.”
She laughed, squeezed his knee companionably. “Well, outdoor cooking’s not my strong point. But I whip up a hell of a southern-style breakfast if you ever . . . find yourself in my neighborhood.”
As a come-on it was both obvious and easy. There was her acre of smile, slightly off center now from the tequila she’d been drinking. He couldn’t help but smile back at her. “That’s a very attractive offer.”
“Well, sugar, it’s one every single woman on the island between sixteen and sixty would dearly love to make you. I just figure I’m getting to the head of the line.”
Not entirely sure how he was supposed to respond now, Nathan scratched his chin. “I’m really fond of breakfast, but—”
“Now don’t you fret over it.” This time she squeezed his arm as if testing and approving the biceps. “You know what you’ve got to do, Nathan?”
“What’s that?”
“You’ve got to dance.”
“I do?”
“You sure do.” She hopped up, shot down a hand. “With me. Come on, big guy. Let’s kick up some sand.”
He put a hand in hers, found it so warm and alive it was easy to grin. “All right.”
“Ginny’s got herself a Yankee,” Giff commented, watching Ginny pull Nathan toward the damp sand.
“Looks like.” Kirby licked marshmallow off her thumb. “She sure knows how to have a good time.”
“It isn’t so hard.” With a beer dangling between his fingers, Giff scanned the beach. Some people were dancing or swaying, others were sprawled around the blazing fire, still others strolled off into the dark to be alone. Kids whooped and hollered, and the old sat in beach chairs exchanging gossip and watching the youth.
“Not everybody wants to have a good time.” Kirby glanced toward the dunes again but saw no one coming over them from the direction of Sanctuary.
“You know, you got your eye cocked for Brian, and I’ve got mine cocked for Lexy.” Giff threw a friendly arm around her shoulder. “Why don’t we go dance? We’ll keep our eyes cocked together.”
“That’s a fine idea.”
Brian came over the dunes, Lexy on one side, Jo on the other. He paused at the top, took a long, slow survey. “And this, my children, all this, will one day be yours.”
“Oh, Bri.” Lexy elbowed him. “Don’t be such a grump.” She spotted Giff immediately and felt little toothy nips of jealousy as she saw him slide Kirby into his arms for a slow dance. “I’ve got a hankering for some crab,” she said lightly and started down toward the beach.
“We could probably escape now,” Jo began. “Kate’s still dragging Daddy down. We could head north, circle around, and be back home before she gets here.”
“She’d only make us pay for it later.” Resigned, he jammed his hands in his back pockets. “Why do you suppose we’re so bad at social occasions, Jo Ellen?”
“Too much Hathaway,” she began.
“Not enough Pendleton,” he finished. “Guess Lexy got our share of that,” he added, nodding down to where their sister was already in the thick of things, surrounded by people. “Let’s get it over with.”
They’d barely reached the beach before Ginny raced over and greeted them both with loud kisses. “What took y’all so long? I’m half lit already. Nate, let’s get these people some beer so they can catch up.” She whirled away to do so, ran into someone, and giggled. “Well, hey, Morris, you wanna dance with me? Come on.”
Nathan blew out a breath. “I don’t know where she gets the energy. She damn near wore me out. Want that beer?”
“I’ll get it,” Brian told him and walked off.
“I like your hair.” Nathan lifted a finger to brush under Jo’s bangs. “Very nice.”
“Lexy whacked at it, that’s all.”
“You look lovely.” He skimmed his hand over her shoulder, down her arm until it captured her own hand. “Is that a problem for you?”
“No, I ... Don’t start on me, Nathan.”
“Too late.” He moved in a little closer. “I already have.” Her scent was warm, lightly spicy, intriguing. “You’re wearing perfume.”
“Lexy—”
“I like it.” He leaned in, stunning her by sniffing her hair, her neck. “A lot.”
She was having trouble drawing a full breath, and annoyed, she took a step back. “That’s not why I wore it.”
“I like it anyway. You want to dance?”
“ No.”
“Good. Neither do I. Let’s go sit by the fire and neck.”
It was so absurd, she nearly laughed. “Let’s just go sit by the fire. If you try anything, I’ll have my daddy go get his gun and dispatch you. And you being a Yankee, no one will turn a hair.”
He laughed and slipped an arm around her waist, ignoring what he’d come to realize was her instinctive jolt at being touched. “We’ll just sit, then.”
He got her a beer, poked a stick through a hot dog for her, then settled down beside her. “I see you brought your camera.”
Automatically, she laid a hand on the scarred leather bag at her hip. “Habit. I’ll wait a while before I take it out. Sometimes a camera puts people off—but after they’ve had enough beer, they don’t mind so much.”
“I thought you didn’t take portraits.”
“As a rule, I don’t.” Conversation always made her feel pressured. She dipped into her pocket for a cigarette. “You don’t have to prime inanimate objects with flattery or liquor to get a shot.”
“I’ve only had one beer.” He took the lighter from her, cupped a hand around it to shield it from the wind off the ocean, and lit her cigarette. His eyes met hers over the flame. “And you haven’t exactly primed me with flattery. But you can take my picture anyway.”
She considered him through the smoke. Strong bones, strong eyes, strong mouth. “Maybe.” She took the lighter back and tucked it in her pocket. What would she see through the lens? she wondered. What would what she saw pull out of her? “Maybe I will.”
“How uncomfortable will it make you if I tell you I’ve been waiting here for you?”
Her gaze shifted to his again, then away. “Very. Very uncomfortable.”
“Then I won’t mention it,” he said lightly, “or bring up the point that I watched you stand up there between the dunes, and I thought, There she is. What took her so long?”
Jo anchored the stick between her knees to free up a hand for her beer. And the hand was damp with nerves. “I wasn’t that long. The fire hasn’t been going more than an hour.”
“I don’t mean just tonight. And I don’t suppose I should mention how incredibly attracted I am to you.”
“I don’t think—”
“So we’ll talk about something else altogether.” He smiled at her, delighted with the baffled look in her eyes, the faint frown on that lovely, top-heavy mouth.
“Lots of faces to study around here. You could do another book just on that. The faces of Desire.” He shifted slightly so that their knees bumped.
Jo stared at him, amazed at the smoothness of his moves. Certainly that’s what they were, just moves. Any man who could get a woman’s heart tripping in her chest with no more than a few careless words and a grin must have a trunkful of moves.
“I haven’t finished the book I’m contracted for, much less thought about another.”
“But you will eventually. You’ve got too much talent and ambition not to. But for now why don’t you just satisfy my curiosity and tell me about some of these people?”
“Who are you curious about?”
“All of them. Any of them.”
Jo turned the dog just over the flames, watched the fat rise and bubble. “That’s Mr. Brodie—the old man there with the white cap and the baby on his lap. That would be his great-grandchild, his fourth if I’m counting right. His parents were house servants at Sanctuary around the turn of the century. He was born on Desire, raised here.”
“And grew up in the house?”
“He’d have spent a lot of time in it, but his family was given a cottage of their own and some land for their long and loyal service. He fought in World War Two as a gunner and brought his wife back from Paris. Her name was Marie Louise, and she lived here with him till she died three years back. They had four children, ten grandchildren, and now four greats. He always carries peppermint drops in his pocket.” She turned her head. “Is that what you mean?”
“That’s just what I mean.” He wondered if she knew how her voice had warmed as she slipped into the story. “Pick another.”
She sighed, finding it a little foolish. But at least it wasn’t making her nervous. “There’s Lida Verdon, cousin of mine on the Pendleton side. She’s the tired, pregnant woman scolding the toddler. This’ll be her third baby in four years, and her husband Wally’s handsome as six devils and just no damn good. He’s a truck driver, goes off on long runs. Makes a decent living, but Lida doesn’t see much of it.”
A child ran by screaming with pleasure, chased by an indulgent daddy. Jo crushed her cigarette out in the sand, buried it. “When Wally’s home,” she continued, “he’s mostly drunk or working on it. She’s kicked him out twice now, and taken him back twice. And she’s got one baby on leading strings and another under her apron as proof of the reconciliations. We’re the same age, Lida and I, born just a couple of months apart. I took the pictures at her wedding. She looks so pretty and so happy and young in them. Now, four years later, she’s just about worn out. It’s not all fairy tales on Desire,” she said quietly.
“No.” He slipped his arm around her. “It’s not all fairy tales anywhere. Tell me about Ginny.”
“Ginny?” With a quick laugh, Jo scanned the beach. “You don’t have to tell anything about Ginny. You just have to look at her. See the way she’s making Brian laugh? He hardly ever laughs like that. She just brings it out of you.”
“You grew up with her.”
“Yeah, almost like sisters, though she’s closest with Lexy. Ginny was always the first of us to try anything, especially if it was bad. But there was never any harm in it, or in her. It’s just a matter of Ginny liking everything, and a lot of it. And—uh-oh. I bet she helped stir that up.”
He was too busy looking at Jo to notice. Everything about her had brightened, relaxed. “What?”
“See there?” Jo leaned back against his arm and gestured toward the edge of the water. “Lex and Giff are tangling. They’ve been blowing hot and cold on each other since they were in diapers. Ginny’s mighty fond of both of them and probably did something to have them blowing hot tonight.”
“She wants them to fight?”
“No, you pinhead.” Laughing, Jo lifted the sizzling hot dog from the fire, anchored the stick in the sand. “She wants them to make up.”
Nathan considered, then lifted his brows as Giff scooped Lexy up, hefted her Rhett Butler-style in his arms, and strode—with her kicking and cursing—down the beach. “If that’s how it works, I’m going to have to talk to Ginny about stirring things up for me.”
“I’m a much harder sell than my sister,” Jo said dryly.
“Maybe.” Nathan plucked the hot dog off the stick and tossed it from hand to hand to cool it. “But I’ve already got you cooking for me.”


DESPITE the struggling woman in his arms, Giff kept his pace steady until the bonfire was a flicker in the distance. Satisfied that they were as private as they were going to get, he set her on her feet.
“Who the hell do you think you are?” She shoved him hard with both hands.
“Same person I’ve always been,” he said evenly. “It’s time you took a good look.”
“I’ve looked at you before, and I don’t see anybody who’s got a right to haul me off when I don’t want to go.” No matter how exciting it had been, she told herself. No matter how romantic. “I was having a conversation.”
“No, you weren’t. You were coming on to that guy to piss me off. This time it worked.”
“I was being polite and friendly to a man Ginny introduced me to. An attractive man from Charleston. A lawyer who’s spending a few days on the island camping with some friends.”
“A Charleston lawyer who was just about to drool on your shoulder.” Giff’s normally mild eyes spit fire. “You’ve had time to sow your oats, Lexy, and I gave you plenty of space to sow them in. Now you’re back, and it’s time to grow up.”
“Grow up.” She planted her hands on her hips, ignoring the water that foamed up the sand inches from her feet. “I’ve been grown, and you’re just one of the many who hasn’t had the sense to see it. I do what I want when I want, and with whom I want.”
She turned on her heel and began to stalk off, her nose in the air. Giff rubbed his chin and told himself he shouldn’t have lost his temper, even if Lexy had been sliding herself around some Charleston lawyer. But the damage was done.
He moved fast. By the time she heard him coming and turned, she had time only to squeal before he tackled her.
“Why, you flea-brained idiot, you’ll ruin my skirt.” Furious now, she used elbows, knees, teeth, rolling with him while the surf lapped up and soaked them both. “I hate you! I hate every inch of you, Giff Verdon.”
“No, you don’t, Lexy. You love me.”
“Hah. You can kiss my ass.”
“I’ll be glad to, honey.” He pinned her arms, levered himself up to grin down at her. “But I believe I’ll work my way down to it.” He lowered his head, and when she turned hers aside, brushed his lips over the soft skin just below her ear. “This is a fine place to start.”
Shudders coursed through her, liquid and hot. “I hate you. I said I hate you.”
“I know what you said.” He nibbled slowly down to her throat, thrilled with the way her body went lax beneath him. “Kiss me, Lexy. Come on and kiss me.”
On a sob, she turned her head, found his mouth with hers. “Hold me. Touch me. Oh, I hate you for making me want you.”
“I know the feeling.” He stroked her hair, her cheeks, while she trembled and strained beneath him. “Don’t fret so. I’d never hurt you.”
Desperate, she gripped his hair, dragged him down harder. “Inside me. I need you inside me. I’m so empty.” She arched up, groaning.
He closed a hand over her breast, filled his palm with her, then giving in to his hunger, tugged the scooped neck of her blouse down so he could take her into his mouth.
The taste of her, hot, damp, pungent, pumped through his blood like whiskey. He wanted it to be slow and sweet, had waited all his life just for that. But she was moving restlessly beneath him, her hands tugging, pulling, reaching. When he closed his mouth over hers again, he couldn’t think, could barely breathe. It was all taste and sound.
He was panting as he fought with her wet skirt, yanking at the thin, clinging material until his hand could skim up her thigh, until he found her, already wet. She jerked against his hand and climaxed before he could do more than moan.
“Jesus. Jesus, Lexy.”
“Now. Giff, I’ll kill you if you stop. I swear I’ll kill you.”
“You won’t have to,” he managed. “I’ll already be dead. Get these goddamn clothes off.” He tugged at her skirt with one hand, his jeans with the other. “For God’s sake, Lexy, help me.”
“I’m trying.” She was laughing now, trapped in a dripping skirt, still flying on the fast, hard orgasm, her blood singing so high she could barely hear the sea. “I feel drunk. I feel wonderful. Oh, hurry.”
“Hell with it.” He tossed his jeans aside, dragged off his shirt and pulled her into the water, skirt and all.
“What are you doing? This is brand-new.”
“I’ll buy you a new one. I’ll buy you a dozen. Only for God’s sake, let me have you.” He dragged the skirt down by the elastic waist and was inside her almost before she could kick her way clear.
She cried out in shock, in delight. She wrapped her legs around him, dug her fingers into his shoulders and watched his face. Dark eyes, never leaving hers, seeing only her.
When the wave swamped her, outside and in, she burrowed against him, and knew he would always bring her back.
“I love you.” He murmured it to her as his body raced toward the edge. “I love you, Lexy.”
He let himself go, shuddering with her until they both went limp. Then he gathered her close and let the waves rock them. It had been perfect, he thought, free and simple and right. Just as he’d always known it would be.
“Hey, out there.”
He glanced over lazily, spotted the figure on the shore waving both arms. Then he snorted, pressed his lips to Lexy’s hair. “Hey, Ginny.”
“I see some clothes thrown around here look familiar. Y’all naked out there?”
“Appear to be.” He grinned as he felt Lexy chuckle against him.
“Ginny, he drowned my skirt.”
“About time, too.” She blew them elaborate kisses. “I’m walking a while. Gotta clear my head some. Lexy, Miz Kate got your daddy to drop in down at the bonfire. I’d make sure I had something covering my butt before I went back.”
Weaving more than a little, and chuckling herself, Ginny headed down the beach. It made her heart happy to see the two of them together like that. Why, poor old Giff had been pining away for her for years, and Lexy, well, she’d just been chasing her own tail waiting for Giff to catch hold of her.
She had to stop a moment, waiting for her spinning head to settle back on her shoulders. Shoulda skipped the tequila shooters, she told herself. But then, life was too short to go skipping things.
One day she was going to find the right man to catch hold of her too. And until then, she was going to have a high old time looking for him.
As if she’d conjured him, a man walked across the sand toward her. Ginny cocked a hip, aimed a grin. “Well, hey there, handsome. Whatcha doing out here by yourself?”
“Looking for you, beautiful.”
She shook her hair back. “Ain’t that a coincidence?”
“Not really. I prefer to think of it as fate.” He held out a hand and, thinking it was her lucky night, she took it.
Just drunk enough to make it easy, he thought as he led her farther into the dark. And sober enough to make it ... fun.





PART TWO
What wound did ever heal but by degrees?





—Shakespeare




 ELEVEN
FOR the first time in weeks, Jo woke rested and with an appetite. She felt settled, she realized, and very nearly happy. Kate had been right, Jo decided as she gave her hair a quick finger-comb. She’d needed the evening out, the companionship, the music, the night. And a few hours in the company of a man who apparently found her attractive hadn’t hurt a thing. In fact, Jo was beginning to think it wouldn’t hurt a thing to spend a bit more time in Nathan’s company.
She passed her darkroom on the way downstairs and for once didn’t think of the envelope filled with pictures that she’d hidden deep in a file drawer. For once, she didn’t think of Annabelle.
Instead she thought of wandering down to the river again and the possibility of bumping into Nathan. Accidentally. Casually. She was getting as bad as Ginny, she decided with a laugh. Plotting ways to make a man notice her. But if it worked for Ginny, maybe it would work for her. What was wrong with a little flirtation with a man who interested her? Excited her.
There now. She paused on the stairs, curious enough to take stock. It wasn’t so hard to admit that he excited her—the attention paid, the breezy way he would take her hand, the deliberate way his eyes would meet and hold hers. The cool and confident way he’d kissed her. Just moved in, she recalled, sampled, approved, and backed off. As if he’d known there would be ample opportunity for more at a time and place of his choosing.
It should have infuriated her, she mused. The cocky and blatantly male arrogance of it. And yet she found it appealed to her on the most primitive of levels. She wondered how she would play the game, and if she would show any skill at it.
She smiled, continued downstairs. She had a feeling she might just surprise Nathan Delaney. And herself.
“I’d go, Sam, but I have quite a few turnovers here this morning.” Kate glanced over as Jo stepped into the kitchen. Raking a hand through her hair, she sent Jo a distracted smile. “Morning, honey. You’re up early.”
“So’s everyone, it seems.” Jo glanced at her father as she headed to the coffeepot. He stood by the door, all but leaning out of it. The desire to escape was obvious. “Problem?” Jo asked lightly.
“Just a little one. We’ve got some campers coming in on the morning ferry, and some going out on the return. I just got a call from a family who’s packed up and ready to go, and there’s no one to check them out.”
“Ginny’s not at the station?”
“She doesn’t answer there, or at home. I imagine she overslept.” Kate smiled wanly. “Somewhere. I’m sure the bonfire went on quite late.”
“It was still going strong when I left, about midnight.” Jo sipped her coffee, frowning as she tried to remember if she’d seen Ginny around before she headed back home.
“Girl got a decent night’s sleep, in her own bed,” Sam added, “she wouldn’t have any trouble getting herself to work.”
“Sam, you know very well this isn’t like Ginny. She’s as dependable as the sunrise.” With a worried frown, Kate glanced at the clock. “Maybe she isn’t feeling well.”
“Hung over, you mean.”
“As some human beings are occasionally in their lives,” Kate snapped back. “And that’s neither here nor there. The point is, we have people waiting to check out of camp and others coming in. I can’t leave here this morning, and even if I could I don’t know anything about pitching tents or Porta-Johns. You’ll just have to give up a couple of hours of your valuable time and handle it.”
Sam blinked at her. It was a rare thing for her voice to take on that scathing tone with him. And it seemed he’d been hearing it quite a bit lately. Because he wanted peace more than anything else, he shrugged. “I’ll head over.”
“Jo will go with you,” Kate said abruptly, which caused them both to stare. “You might need a hand.” She spoke quickly now, her mind made up. If she could force them into each other’s company for a morning, maybe the two of them would hold an actual conversation. “Jo, you can walk over from the campground and check on Ginny. Maybe her phone’s just out, or she’s really not feeling well. I’ll worry about her until we get in touch.”
Jo shifted the camera on her shoulder, watched her tentative morning plans evaporate. “Sure. Fine.”
“Let me know when you get it straightened out.” Kate shooed them to the door and out. “And don’t worry about housekeeping detail. Lexy and I will manage well enough.”
Because their backs were turned, Kate smiled broadly, brushed her hands together. There, she thought. Deal with each other.
Jo climbed in the passenger seat of her father’s aged Blazer, snapped her seat belt on. It smelled of him, she realized. Sand and sea and forest. The engine turned over smoothly and purred. He’d never let anything that belonged to him suffer from neglect, she mused. Except his children.
Annoyed with herself, she pulled her sunglasses out of the breast pocket of her camp shirt, slid them on. “Nice bonfire last night,” she began.
“Have to see if that boy policed the beach area.”
That boy would be Giff, Jo noted, and was aware they both knew Giff wouldn’t have left a single food wrapper to mar the sand. “The inn’s doing well. Lots of business for this time of year.”
“Advertising,” Sam said shortly. “Kate does it.”
Jo struggled against heaving a sigh. “I’d think word of mouth would be strong as well. And the restaurant’s quite a draw with Brian’s cooking.”
Sam only grunted. Never in his life would he understand how a man could want to tie himself to a stove. Not that he understood his daughters any better than he understood his son. One of them flitting off to New York wanting to get famous washing her hair on TV commercials, and the other flitting everywhere and back again snapping photographs. There were times he thought the biggest puzzle in the world was how they had come from him.
But then, they’d come from Annabelle as well.
Jo jerked a shoulder and gave up. Rolling down her window, she let the air caress her cheeks, listened to the sound of the tires crunching on the road, then the quick splashing through the maze of duckweed that was life in the slough.
“Wait.” Without thinking, she reached out to touch Sam’s arm. When he braked, she hopped out quickly, leaving him frowning after her.
There on a hummock a turtle sunned himself, his head raised so that the pretty pattern on his neck reflected almost perfectly in the dark water. He paid no attention to her as she crouched to set her shot.
Then there was a rustle, and the turtle’s head recoiled with a snap. Jo’s breath caught as a heron rose up like a ghost, an effortless vertical soar of white. Then the wings spread, stirring wind. It flew over the chain of small lakes and tiny islands and dipped beyond into the trees.
“I used to wonder what it would be like to do that, to fly up into the sky like magic, with only the sound of wing against air.”
“I recollect you always liked the birds best,” Sam said from behind her. “Didn’t know you were thinking about flying off, though.”
Jo smiled a little. “I used to imagine it. Mama told me the story of the Swan Princess, the beautiful young girl turned into a swan by a witch. I always thought that was the best.”
“She had a lot of stories.”
“Yes.” Jo turned, studied her father’s face. Did it still hurt him, she wondered, to remember his wife? Would it hurt less if she could tell him she believed Annabelle was dead? “I wish I could remember all of them,” she murmured.
And she wished she could remember her mother clearly enough to know what to do.
She took a breath to brace herself. “Daddy, did she ever let you know where she’d gone, or why she left?”
“No.” The warmth that had come into his eyes as he watched the heron’s flight with Jo iced over. “She didn’t need to. She wasn’t here and she left because she wanted to. We’d best be going and getting this done.”
He turned and walked back to the Blazer. They drove the rest of the way in silence.


JO had done some duty at the campground during her youth. Learning the family business, Kate had called it. The procedure had changed little over the years. The large map tacked to the wall inside the little station detailed the campsites, the paths, the toilet facilities. Blue-headed pins were stuck in the sites that were already occupied, red was for reserved sites, and green was for those where campers had checked out. Green sites needed to be checked, the area policed.
The rest room and shower facilities were also policed twice daily, scrubbed out, the supplies renewed. Since it was unlikely that Ginny had done her duty there since before the bonfire, Jo resigned herself to janitorial work.
“I’ll deal with the bathrooms,” she told Sam as he carefully filled out the paperwork needed to check a group of impatient campers out. “Then I’ll walk over to Ginny’s cabin and see what’s up.”
“Go to her cabin first,” Sam said without looking up. “The facilities are her job.”
“All right. Shouldn’t take more than an hour. I’ll meet you back here.”
She took the path heading east. If she’d been a heron, she thought with a little smile, she’d have been knocking on Ginny’s door in a blink. But the way the path wound and twisted, sliding between ponds and around the high duck grass, it was a good quarter mile hike.
She passed a site with a neat little pop-up camper. Obviously no early risers there, she mused. The flaps were zipped tight. A pair of raccoons waddled across the path, eyed her shrewdly, then continued on toward breakfast.
Ginny’s cabin was a tiny box of cedar tucked into the trees. It was livened up with two big, bright-red pots filled with wildly colored plastic flowers. They stood by the door, guarded by an old and weathered pair of pink flamingos. Ginny was fond of saying she dearly loved flowers and pets, but the plastic sort suited her best.
Jo knocked once, waited a beat, then let herself in. The single main room was hardly thirty square feet, with the kitchen area separated from the living area by a narrow service bar. The lack of space hadn’t kept Ginny from collecting. Knickknacks crowded every flat surface. Water globes, souvenir ashtrays, china ladies in frilly dresses, crystal poodles.
The walls were painted bright pink and covered with really bad prints—still lifes, for the most part, of flowers and fruit. Jo was both touched and amused to see one of her own black-and-white photos crammed in with them. It was a silly shot of Ginny sleeping in the rope hammock at Sanctuary, taken when they were teenagers.
Jo smiled over it as she turned toward the bedroom. “Ginny, if you’re not alone in there, cover up. I’m coming in.”
But the bedroom was empty. The bed was unmade and it, as well as a good deal of the floor, was covered with clothes. From the looks of it, Jo decided, Ginny had had a hard time picking out the right outfit for the bonfire.
She looked in the bathroom just to be sure the cabin was empty. The plastic shelf over the tiny pedestal sink was crammed with cosmetics. The bowl of the sink was still dusted with face powder. Three bottles of shampoo stood on the lip of the tub, one of them still uncapped. A doll smiled from the top of the toilet tank, her pink and white crocheted gown spread full over an extra roll of toilet paper.
It was so Ginny.
“Whose bed are you sleeping in this morning, Ginny?” Jo murmured, and with a little sigh, left the cabin and prepared to scrub public rest rooms.
When she reached the facilities, Jo took keys out of her back pocket and opened the small storage area. Inside, cleaning paraphernalia and bathroom supplies were ruthlessly organized. It was always a surprise to realize how disciplined Ginny could be about her work when the rest of her life appeared to be an unpredictable and often messy lark.
Armed with mop and bucket, commercial cleaners, rags, and rubber gloves, Jo went into the women’s shower. A woman of about fifty was busily brushing her teeth at one of the sinks. Jo sent her an absentminded smile and began to fill her bucket.
The woman rinsed, spat. “Where’s Ginny this morning?”
“Oh.” Jo blinked her eyes against the strong fumes of the cleaner as it bubbled up. “Apparently among the missing.”
“Overpartied,” the woman said with a friendly laugh. “It was a great bonfire. My husband and I enjoyed it—so much that we’re getting a very late start this morning.”
“That’s what vacations are for. Enjoyment and late starts.”
“It’s hard to convince him of the second part.” The woman took a small tube out of her travel kit and, squirting moisturizing lotion on her fingers, began to slather it on. “Dick’s a real bear about time schedules. We’re nearly an hour late for our morning hike.”
“The island’s not going anywhere.”
“Tell that to Dick.” She laughed again, then greeted a young woman and a girl of about three who came in. “Morning, Meg. And how’s pretty Lisa today?”
The little girl raced over and began to chatter.
Jo used the voices for background music as she went about her chores. The older woman was Joan, and it seemed she and Dick had the campsite adjoining the one Meg and her husband, Mick, had claimed. They’d formed that oddly intimate vacationers’ friendship over the past two days. They made a date to have a fish fry that night, then Meg slipped into one of the shower stalls with her little girl.
Jo listened to the water drum and the child’s voice echo as she mopped up the floor. This was what Ginny liked, she realized, collecting these small pieces of other people’s lives. But she was able to join in with them, be a part of them. People remembered her. They took snapshots with her in them and slipped them into their family vacation albums. They called her by name, and repeaters always asked after Ginny.
Because she didn’t hide from things, Jo thought, leaning on her mop. She didn’t let herself fade into the background. She was just like her brightly colored plastic flowers. Cheerful and bold.
Maybe it was time she herself took a few steps forward, Jo thought. Out of the background. Into the light.
She gathered her supplies and walked out of the ladies’ section, rounding the building to the door of the men’s facilities. She used the side of her fist to knock, giving the wooden door three hard beats, waited a few seconds and repeated.
Wincing a little, she eased the door open and shouted. “Cleaning crew. Anyone inside?”
Years before when she’d been helping Ginny, Jo had walked in on an elderly man in a skimpy towel who’d left his hearing aid back at his campsite. She didn’t want to repeat the experience. She heard nothing from inside—no sound of water running, urinals whooshing, but she made as much noise as possible herself as she clamored in.
As a final precaution, she propped the door open and hung the large plastic KEEPING YOUR REST ROOMS CLEAN sign in plain sight. Satisfied, she hauled her bucket to the sinks and dumped in cleaner. Twenty minutes, thirty tops, and she’d be done, she told herself. To get through it she began to plan the rest of her day.
She thought she might drive up to the north shore. There were ruins there from an old Spanish mission, built in the sixteenth century and abandoned in the seventeenth. The Spaniards hadn’t had much luck converting the transient Indians to Christianity, and the settlement that historians suspected had been planned had never come to pass.
It was a nice day for a drive to the north tip, the light would be excellent by mid-morning for photographing the ruins and the terraces of shells accumulated and left by the Indians. She wondered if Nathan would like to go along with her. Wouldn’t an architect be interested in the ruins of an old Spanish mission? She could ask Brian to put together a picnic lunch, and they could spend a few hours with the ghosts of Spanish monks.
And who was she fooling? Jo demanded. She didn’t give a hang about the monks or the ruins. It was the picnic she wanted, the afternoon with no responsibility, no agenda, no deadline. It was Nathan she wanted. She straightened and pressed a hand to her stomach as it fluttered hard and fast. She wanted the time alone with him, perhaps to test them both. To see what would happen if she found the courage to just let herself go. To be with him. To be Jo.
And why not? she thought. She would call his cottage when she got back home. She’d make it very casual. Impromptu. Unplanned. And whatever happened, happened.
When the lights switched off, she yelped, splashed water all over her feet. She spun around, leading with her mop like a lance, and heard the echo of the heavy door closing.
“Hello?” The sound of her own voice, too thin and too shaky, made her shiver. “Who’s there?” she demanded, and in the dim light filtering through the single high and frosted window, she edged toward the door.
It resisted her first shove. Panic reared up toothily and snapped at her throat. She shoved again, then pounded. Then she whirled, heart booming in her ears. She was certain that someone had slipped in and stood behind her.
She saw nothing—just empty stalls, the dull gleam of the wet floor. Heard nothing but her own racing breath. Still, she leaned against the door, terrified to turn her back on the room, and her eyes wheeled left and right, searching for movement in the shadows.
Sweat began to run down her back, icy panic sweat. She couldn’t draw enough air, no matter how fast and hard she tried to gulp it in. Part of her mind held firm, lecturing her: You know the signs, Jo Ellen, don’t let it win, don’t let go. If you break down, you’ll be back in the hospital again. Just get a grip. Get a grip.
She pressed a hand to her mouth to hold back the screams, but they came through in whimpers. She could feel herself begin to crack, terror pushing viciously against will until she simply turned her face to the door, slapping it weakly with her palm.
“Please, please, let me out. Don’t leave me in here alone.”
She heard the sound of feet crunching on the path, opened her mouth to shout. Then the fear grew monstrous, shoved her stumbling back. Her eyes were wide and fixed on the door, her pulse pounding painfully against her skin. There was a scrape and an oath. Her vision spun, grayed, then went blind as the door swung open and brilliant sunlight poured in.
She saw the silhouette of a man. As her knees buckled, she fumbled for the mop again, jabbing it out like a sword. “Don’t come near me.”
“Jo Ellen? What the hell’s going on?”
“Daddy?” The mop clattered to the floor. She nearly followed it, but his hands caught her arms, drew her up.
“What happened here?”
“I couldn’t get out. I couldn’t. He’s watching. I couldn’t get away.”
At the moment all Sam knew was that she was pale as death and shaking so hard he could almost hear her bones rattle. Moving on instinct, he picked her up and carried her out into the sun. “It’s all right now. You’re all right, pudding.”
It was an old endearment both of them had forgotten. Jo pressed her face to his shoulder, holding tight when he sat on a stone bench with her cradled on his lap.
She was so small still, Sam thought with surprise. How could that be when she always looked so tall and competent? Whenever she’d had nightmares as a child, she’d curled up in his lap just this way, he remembered. She’d always wanted him when her dreams were bad.
“Don’t be afraid. Nothing to be afraid of now.”
“I couldn’t get out.”
“I know. Somebody’d braced some wood against the door. Kids, that’s all. Playing pranks.”
“Kids.” She shuddered it out, clung to it as she did to him. “Kids playing pranks. Yes. They turned the lights off, shut me in. I panicked.” She kept her eyes closed a moment longer, trained her breathing back to level. “I didn’t even have the sense to turn them back on. I just couldn’t think.”
“You had a scare. Didn’t used to scare so easy.”
“No.” She opened her eyes now. “I didn’t.”
“Time was you’d have busted down that door and torn the hide off whoever was fooling with you.”
It nearly made her smile, his memory image of her. “Would I?”
“Always had a mean streak.” Because she’d stopped trembling, and she was a grown woman and no longer the child he’d once comforted, he patted her shoulder awkwardly. “Guess you softened up some.”
“More than some.”
“I don’t know. I thought you were going to run that mop handle clean through me for a minute. Who’d you mean was watching you?”
“What?”
“You said he was watching you. Who’d you mean?”
The photographs, she thought. Her own face. Annabelle’s. Jo shook her head quickly and shifted away. Not now, was all she could think. Not yet. “I was just babbling. Scared stupid. I’m sorry.”
“No need to be. Girl, you’re white as a sheet yet. We’ll get you home.”
“I left all the stuff inside.”
“I’ll tend to it. You just sit here until you get your legs back under you.”
“I think I will.” But when he started to rise, she reached for his hand. “Daddy. Thanks for—chasing the monsters away.”
He looked at their joined hands. Hers was slim and white—her mother’s hand, he thought with unbearable sadness. But he looked at her face, and saw his daughter. “I used to be pretty good at it, I guess.”
“You were great at it. You still are.”
Because his hand suddenly felt clumsy, he let hers go and stepped back. “I’ll put the things away, then we’ll head home. You probably just need some breakfast.”
No, Jo thought as she watched him walk away. She needed her father. And until that moment, she hadn’t had a clue just how much.




TWELVE
JO wasn’t in a picnic mood any longer. Even the thought of food curdled in her stomach. She would go out alone, she decided. Over to the salt marsh, or down to the beach. If she’d had the energy she would have raced down and tried to catch the morning ferry back to the mainland. She could have lost herself in the crowds in Savannah for a few hours.
She washed her face with icy water, pulled a fielder’s cap over her hair. But this time when she passed the darkroom she was compelled to go in, to open the file drawer, dig out the envelope. Her hands trembled a little as she spread the pictures out on her workbench.
But the photograph of Annabelle hadn’t magically reappeared. There was just Jo, shot after shot. And eyes, those artfully cropped studies of her eyes. Or Annabelle’s eyes. How could she be sure?
There had been a photograph of her mother. There had been. A death photo. She couldn’t have imagined it. No one could imagine such a thing. It would make her insane, it would mean she was delusional. And she wasn’t. Couldn’t be. She’d seen it, goddamn it, it had been there.
With a snap of will she forced herself to stop, to close her eyes, to count her breaths, slowly, in and out, in and out, until her heart stopped dancing in her chest.
She remembered too clearly that sensation of cracking apart, of losing herself. She would not let it happen again.
The photo wasn’t there. That was fact. It had existed. That was fact, too. So someone had taken it. Maybe Bobby had realized it upset her and gotten rid of it. Or someone else had broken into her apartment while she was in the hospital and taken it away. Whoever had sent it had come back and taken it away.
Briskly, Jo stuffed the photos back in the manila envelope. She didn’t care how crazy that sounded, she was holding on to that idea. Someone was playing a cruel joke, and by obsessing over it, she was letting them win.
She stuffed the envelope back in the file drawer, closed it with a slam, and walked away.
But she could confirm or eliminate one possibility with a single phone call. Hurrying back to her room, she pulled her address book out of the desk and thumbed through quickly. She would ask, that was all, she told herself as she dialed the number of the apartment Bobby Banes shared with a couple of college friends. She could keep it casual and just ask if he’d taken the print.
Her nerves were straining by the third ring.
“Hello?”
“Bobby?”
“No, this is Jack, but I’m available, darling.”
“This is Jo Ellen Hathaway,” she said crisply. “I’d like to speak to Bobby.”
“Oh.” There was the sound of a throat clearing. “Sorry, Miss Hathaway, I thought it was one of Bobby’s ah, well ... He’s not here.”
“Would you ask him to get in touch with me? I’ll give you a number where I can be reached.”
“Sure, but I don’t know when he’ll be back exactly, or exactly where he is, either. He took off right after finals. Photo safari. He was really hot to put together some new prints before next semester.”
“I’ll leave you the number in any case,” she said and recited it. “If he checks in, pass that along, will you?”
“Sure, Miss Hathaway. I know he’d like to hear from you. He’s been worried about ... I mean, wondering. He’s been wondering about continuing his internship with you in the fall. Um, how’s it going?”
There was no doubt in her mind that Bobby’s roommate knew about her breakdown. She’d hoped, but hadn’t expected, otherwise. “It’s going fine, thanks.” Her voice was cool, cutting off the possibility of deeper probing. “If you hear from Bobby, tell him it’s important that I speak with him.”
“I’ll do that, Miss Hathaway. Ah—”
“Good-bye, Jack.” She hung up slowly, closed her eyes.
It didn’t matter that Bobby had shared her problem with his friends. She couldn’t let it matter, couldn’t let herself be embarrassed or upset over it. It was too much to expect him to have kept it to himself when his trainer went crazy on him one morning and was carted off to the hospital.
Her pride would just have to stand it, she decided. Shaking off the clinging shame, she headed downstairs. With any luck, Bobby would call within the next couple of weeks. Then she’d have at least one answer.
When she reached the kitchen door, she heard voices inside and paused with her hand on the panel.
“Something’s wrong with her, Brian. She’s not herself. Has she talked to you?”
“Kate, Jo never talks to anyone. Why would she talk to me?”
“You’re her brother. You’re her family.”
Jo heard the clatter of dishes, caught the lingering odor of grilled meat from the breakfast shift. A cupboard door opening, shutting.
“What difference does that make?” Brian’s voice was testy, impatient. Jo could almost see him trying to shrug Kate off.
“It should make all the difference. Brian, if you’d just try, she might open up to you. I’m worried about her.”
“Look, she seemed fine to me last night at the bonfire. She hung out with Nathan for a couple of hours, had a beer, a hot dog.”
“And she came back from the campground this morning pale as a sheet. She’s been up and down like that ever since she got back. And coming back the way she did, out of the blue. She won’t talk about what’s going on in her life, when she’s going back. You can’t tell me you haven’t noticed how ... shaky she is.”
Jo didn’t want to hear any more. She backed away quickly, turned on her heel, and hurried to the front of the house.
Now they were watching her, she thought wearily. Wondering if she was going to snap. If she told them about her breakdown, she imagined there would be sympathetic—and knowing—nods and murmurs.
The hell with it. She stepped outside, into the sunlight, took a long gulp of air. She could handle it. Would handle it. And if she couldn’t find peace here, just be left alone to find it, she would leave again.
And go where? Despair washed over her. Where did you go when you’d left the last place?
Her energy drained, bit by bit. Her feet dragged as she descended the stairs. She was too damn tired to go anywhere, she admitted. She walked to the rope hammock slung in the shade of two live oaks and crawled into it. Like climbing into a womb, Jo thought as the sides hugged her and let her sway.
Sometimes on hot afternoons, she had found her mother there and had slipped into the hammock with her. Annabelle would tell stories in a lazy voice. She would smell soft and sunny, and they would rock and rock and look up through the green leaves to the pieces of sky.
The trees were taller now, she mused. They had had more than twenty years to grow—and so had she. But where was Annabelle?


HE strode along the waterfront in Savannah, ignoring the pretty shops and busy tourists. It had not been perfect. It had not been nearly perfect. The woman had been wrong. Of course, he’d known that. Even when he’d taken her he’d known.
It had been exciting, but only momentarily. A flash, then over—like coming too soon.
He stood staring at the river and calmed himself. A little game of mental manipulation that slowed his pulse rate, steadied his breathing, relaxed his muscles. He’d studied such mind-over-body games in his travels.
Soon he began to let the sounds in again—piece by piece. The jingle of a passing bicycle, the drone of tires on pavement. The voices of shoppers, the quick laugh of a child enjoying an ice cream treat.
He was calm again, in control again, and smiled out over the water. He made an attractive picture, and he knew it—his hair blowing lightly in the breeze, a man handsome of face and fit of body who enjoyed catching the female eye.
Oh, he’d certainly caught Ginny’s.
She’d been so willing to walk with him on the dark beach and over the dunes. Tipsily flirting with him, the southern in her voice slurred with tequila.
She’d never known what hit her. Literally. He had to bite back a chuckle, thinking of that. One short, swift blow to the back of the head, and she’d toppled. It had been nothing to carry her into the trees. He’d been so high on anticipation, she’d seemed weightless. Undressing her had been . . . stimulating. True, her body had been lusher than he’d wanted, but she’d only been practice.
Still, he’d been in too much of a hurry. He could admit that now, he could analyze now. He’d rushed through it, had fumbled a bit with the equipment because he’d been so anxious to get those first shots. Her naked, with hands bound above her head and secured to a sturdy sapling. He hadn’t taken the time to fan her hair out just so, to perfect the lighting and angles.
No, he’d been too overwhelmed with the power of the moment and had raped her the instant she regained consciousness. He’d meant to talk to her first, to capture the fear growing in her eyes as she began to understand what he meant to do.
The way it had been with Annabelle.
She struggled, tried to speak. Her lovely, long legs worked, drawing up, pumping. Her back arched. Now I felt that calm, cold control snick into place.
She was subject. I was artist.
The way it had been with Annabelle, he thought again. The way it should have been now, this time.
But the first orgasm had been a disappointment. So ... ordinary, he thought now. He hadn’t even wanted to rape her again. It had been more of a chore than a pleasure, he remembered. Nothing more than an additional step to manipulate the final shot.
But when he’d taken the silk scarf out of his pocket, slipped it around her neck, tightened it, tightened it, watched her eyes go huge, her mouth work for air, for a scream . . .
That had been considerably better. The orgasm then had been beautifully, brutally hard and long and satisfying.
And he thought, the last shot of her, that decisive moment, might be one of his finest.
He’d title it Death of a Tramp, for really, what else had she been? Hardly one of the angels. She’d been cheap and ordinary, he decided. Nothing but a throwaway.
That was why it hadn’t been even close to perfect. It hadn’t been his fault, but hers. It brightened his mood considerably now that it had come clear. She had been flawed—the subject, not the artist.
Yet he had picked her. He’d chosen her, he’d taken her.
He had to remind himself again that she had simply been practice. The entire incident had been no more than a run-through with a stand-in.
It would be perfect next time. With Jo.
With a little sigh, he patted the leather briefcase that held the photographs he’d developed in his rented rooms nearby. It was time to head back to Desire.


SINCE Lexy was nowhere to be found, again, Brian headed out to the garden to attack more weeds. Lexy had promised to do it, but he was more than certain she’d run off to hunt up Giff and seduce him into a lunchtime roll. He’d seen the two of them the night before from his bedroom window. Soaking wet, sandy, and giggling like children as they came up the path. It had been obvious even to his tired brain that they’d been doing more than taking a midnight swim. He’d been amused, even a little envious.
It seemed so easy for them just to take each other as they were, to live in the moment. Though he imagined that Giff had in mind a great deal more than the moment and that Lexy would do a quick tap dance on his heart on her way.
Still, Giff was a clever and a patient man, and he might have Lexy dancing to his tune before he was done. Brian thought it would be interesting to watch. From a safe distance.
That was really all he wanted, Brian mused. A safe distance.
He glanced down at the columbine, its lavender and yellow trumpets open and celebrational. It was pretty, it was cheerful, and it was up to him to keep it that way. He reached into the pocket of the short canvas apron he’d slung around his waist for the cultivator. And heard the whimper.
He looked over, saw the woman in the hammock. And his heart skipped. Her hair was darkly red in the green shade, her hand, falling limply over the side, slim and pale and elegant. Shock had him taking a step forward, then she turned her head, restless, and he backed off.
Not his mother, for Christ’s sake. His sister. It was staggering how much she looked like Annabelle at times. At the right angle, with the right light. It made it difficult to let go of the memories, and the pain. His mother had loved to swing in the hammock for an hour on a summer afternoon. And if Brian came across her there, he would sometimes sit cross-legged on the ground beside her. She would lay a hand on his head, ruffle his hair and ask him what adventures he’d had that day.
And she would always listen. Or so he’d once thought. More likely she’d been daydreaming while he chattered. Dreaming of her lover, of her escape from husband and children. Of the freedom she must have wanted more than she wanted him.
But it was Jo who slept in the hammock now, and from the looks of her, she wasn’t sleeping peacefully.
A part of him—a part he viewed with disdain and something close to hate—wanted to turn around, walk away, and leave her to her own demons. But he went to her, his brow furrowing in concern as she twitched and moaned in her sleep.
“Jo.” He laid a hand on her shoulder and shook it. “Come on, honey, snap out of it.”
In the dream, whatever it was pursuing her through the forest with its ghost trees and wild wind reached out and dug its sharp nails into her flesh.
“Don’t!” She swung out, ripping herself away. “Don’t touch me!”
“Easy.” He’d felt the wind of her fist brush his face and wasn’t sure whether to be concerned or impressed. “I could do without the broken nose.”
Her breath ragged, she stared blindly at him. “Brian.” The damn shudders won, so she flopped back down and closed her eyes. “Sorry. Bad dream.”
“So I gathered.” It was concern after all, and more than he’d expected. Kate was right, as usual. Something was very definitely wrong here. He took a chance and eased himself down on the edge of the hammock. “You want something? Water?”
“No.” The surprise showed in her eyes when she opened them and looked down at the hand he’d laid over hers. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d taken her hand. Or she his. “No, I’m fine. Just a dream.”
“You used to have bad ones as a kid too. Wake up hollering for Daddy.”
“Yeah.” She managed a weak smile. “You don’t grow out of everything, I guess.”
“Still get them a lot?” He tried to make it sound casual, but he saw the flicker in her eyes.
“I don’t wake up hollering for anyone anymore,” she said stiffly.
“No, I don’t suppose you would.” He wanted to get up, move away. Hadn’t her problems stopped being his years ago? But he stayed where he was, rocking the hammock gently.
“It’s not a flaw to be self-sufficient, Brian.”
“No.”
“And it’s not a sin to want to handle problems on your own.”
“Is that what you’re doing, Jo? Handling problems? Well, rest easy. I’ve got enough of my own without taking on yours.”
But still he didn’t leave, and they rocked together quietly in the green shade. The comfort of it made her eyes sting. Cautious and needy, she took a tentative step. “I’ve been thinking a lot about Mama lately.”
His shoulders tensed. “Why?”
“I’ve been seeing her, in my mind.” The photograph that isn’t there. “Dreaming about her. I think she’s dead.”
The tears had slipped out without either of them realizing it. When he glanced back, saw them sliding down her cheeks, his stomach clutched. “What’s the point of this, Jo Ellen? What’s the point in making yourself sick over something that happened twenty years ago and can’t be changed?”
“I can’t stop it—I can’t explain it. It’s just there.”
“She left us, we lived through it. That’s just there too.”
“But what if she didn’t leave. What if someone took her, what if—”
“What if she was abducted by aliens?” he said shortly. “For Christ’s sake. The cops kept the case open more than a year. There was nothing, no evidence she’d been kidnapped, no evidence of foul play. She left. That’s that. Stop driving yourself crazy.”
She shut her eyes again. Maybe that was what she was doing, slowly driving herself toward insanity. “Is it better to think that every time she told us she loved us it was a lie? Is that more stable, Brian?”
“It’s better to leave it alone.”
“And be alone,” she murmured. “Every last one of us. Because someone else might say they love us, and that might be a lie too. Better to leave it alone. Better not to take the chance. Better to be alone than left alone.”
It hit close enough to home to make him bristle. “You’re the one with the nightmares, Jo, not me.” He made his decision quickly and rose before he could change his mind. “Come on.”
“Come on where?”
“We’re going for a drive. Let’s go.” He took her hand again, hauled her to her feet and began to pull her with him to his car.
“Where? What?”
“Just do what you’re told for once, goddamn it.” He bundled her in, slammed the door, and saw with satisfaction that she was stunned enough to stay put. “I’ve got Kate on my back,” he muttered as he piled in and turned the key. “You crying. I’ve had just about enough. I’ve got my own life, you know.”
“Yeah.” She sniffled, rubbed the back of her hand over her cheeks to dry them. “You’re really living it up, Brian.”
“Just shut up.” The wheels spun as he whipped the car around and headed down the road. “You’re going to come back here looking like a sheet-white bag of bones, we’re going to get to the bottom of it. Then maybe everybody’ll go back to their respective corners and leave me the hell alone.”
Eyes narrowed now, she clutched the door handle. “Where are we going?”
“You’re going,” he corrected, “to the doctor.”
“The hell I am.” Surprise warred with sick alarm. “Stop this car right now and let me out.”
He set his mouth grimly and accelerated. “You’re going to the doctor. And if I have to, I’ll cart you in. We’ll find out if Kirby’s half as good as she thinks she is.”
“I am not sick.”
“Then you shouldn’t be afraid to let her look you over.”
“I’m not afraid, I’m pissed. And I have no intention of wasting Kirby’s time.”
He swung up the little drive, squealed to a halt at Kirby’s cottage, then clamped a hand on his sister’s shoulder. His eyes were hot and dark and level. “You can walk in, or you can embarrass both of us by having me haul you in over my shoulder. Either way, you’re going, so choose.”
They glared at each other. Jo figured her temper was every bit a match for his. In a verbal battle, she had a decent shot of taking him down. If he decided to get physical—and she remembered from their youth that it was very possible—she didn’t have a prayer. Taking the high road, she shifted pride to the forefront.
With a toss of her head, she stepped lightly out of the car and walked up the steps to Kirby’s cottage.
They found Kirby at the kitchen counter, slathering peanut butter on bread. “Hi.” She licked her thumb and let her greeting smile stay in place as she scanned first one coldly furious face, then the other. Strange, she thought, how suddenly strong the family resemblance. “Want some lunch?”
“Got any time to do a physical?” Brian demanded and gave his sister a firm shove forward.
Kirby took a small bite of the open-faced sandwich as Jo turned and hissed at her brother. “Sure. My next appointment isn’t until one-thirty.” She smiled brightly. “Which one of you wants to get naked for me today?”
“She’s having her lunch,” Jo informed Brian grandly.
“Peanut butter’s not lunch unless you’re six.” He gave her another shove. “Go in there and strip. We’re not leaving until she’s looked you over, head to foot.”
“I see this is my first appointment by abduction.” Kirby eyed Brian consideringly. She’d hoped he cared enough about his sister to be tough with her, but she hadn’t been sure. “Go ahead, Jo, back in my old room. I’ll be right in.”
“There’s nothing wrong with me.”
“Good. That’ll make my job easier and give you an excuse to punish Brian afterward.” She skimmed a hand over her neat French twist and smiled again. “I’ll help you.”
“Fine.” She spun around and stomped down the hall.
“What’s all this about, Brian?” Kirby murmured when the door slammed.
“She’s having nightmares, she’s not eating. She came back from the campground this morning white as a sheet.”
“What was she doing at the campground?”
“Ginny didn’t show up for work today.”
“Ginny? That’s not like her.” Kirby frowned, then waved it away. That was a different worry. “I’m glad you brought her in. I’ve been wanting to take a look at her.”
“I want you to find out what’s wrong with her.”
“Brian, I’ll give her a physical, and if there’s a physical problem, I’ll find it. But I’m not a psychiatrist.”
Frustrated, he dug his hands into his pockets. “Just find out what’s wrong with her.”
Kirby nodded, handed him the rest of her sandwich. “There’s milk in the fridge. Help yourself.”
When she stepped into the examining room, Jo was still fully dressed and pacing. “Look, Kirby—”
“Jo, you trust me, don’t you?”
“That has nothing to—”
“Let’s just do this, get it done, then everyone will feel better.” She picked up a fresh gown. “Go into the bath across the hall, put this on, and pee in the cup.” She took out a fresh chart and a form as Jo frowned at her. “I’m going to need some medical history—last period, any physical problems, any prescriptions you’re on, any allergies, that sort of thing. You can start filling that out once you’ve donned the latest fashion there and I’m doing the urinalysis.”
She bent over to print Jo’s name on the chart. “Better give in gracefully,” Kirby murmured. “Brian’s bigger than you.”
Jo shrugged once, then stalked off to the bathroom.


“BLOOD pressure’s a little high.” Kirby removed the cuff. “Nothing major, and likely due to a slight temper fluctuation.”
“Very funny.”
Kirby warmed her stethoscope between her palms, then pressed it to Jo’s back. “Deep breath in, out. Again. You’re a tad underweight, too. Which makes the female in me green with envy and the sensible physician cluck her tongue.”
“My appetite’s been a little off lately.”
“The cooking at Sanctuary should take care of that.” And if it didn’t, Kirby intended to reevaluate. She took out her ophthalmoscope, began to examine Jo’s eyes. “Headaches?”
“Now or ever?”
“Either.”
“Now, yes, but I’d say that’s a direct result of tangling with Brian the Bully.” Then she sighed. “I suppose I’ve been getting more of them in the last few months than usual.”
“Dull and throbbing or sharp and piercing?”
“Mostly the dull and throbbing variety.”
“Dizziness, fainting, nausea?”
“I—no, not really.”
Kirby leaned back, leaving one hand resting on Jo’s shoulder. “No, or not really?” When Jo shrugged, Kirby set the instrument aside. “Honey, I’m a doctor and I’m your friend. I need you to be straight with me, and you need to know that anything you tell me inside this room stays between us.”
Jo took a deep breath, clutched her hands hard in her lap. “I had a breakdown.” The wind whooshed out of her, part fear, part relief. “About a month ago, before I came back here. I just fell apart. I couldn’t stop it.”
Saying nothing, Kirby laid both hands on Jo’s shoulders, massaged gently. Jo lifted her head and saw nothing but compassion in those soft green eyes. Her own filled. “It makes me feel like such a fool.”
“Why should it?”
“I’ve never felt that helpless. I’ve always been able to handle things, Kirby, to deal with them as they came. And then everything just piled up, heavier and heavier. And I’m not sure if I was imagining things or if they were really happening. I just don’t know. And then I collapsed. Just broke.”
“Did you see someone?”
“I didn’t have any choice. I fell apart right in front of my assistant. He carted me off to the ER, and they hospitalized me for a few days. A mental breakdown. I don’t care if we are nearing the twenty-first century, I don’t care how it’s intellectualized. I’m ashamed.”
“I’m telling you there’s nothing shameful about it and that you have every right to feel whatever you want to feel.”
Jo’s lips curved a little. “So I don’t have to be ashamed that I’m ashamed.”
“Absolutely not. What was your work schedule like?”
“Tight, but I liked it tight.”
“Your social life?”
“Nil, but I liked it nil. And yes, that pretty much goes for my sex life too. I wasn’t depressed or pining over a man or the lack of one. I’ve been thinking about my mother a lot,” Jo said slowly. “I’m nearly the same age she was when she left, when everything changed.”
And your life fell apart, Kirby thought. “And you wondered, worried, if everything was going to change again, beyond your control. I’m not a shrink, Jo, just an old-fashioned GP. That’s a friend’s speculation. What was the prognosis when you were released?”
“I don’t know, exactly.” Jo shifted, crinkling the paper beneath her. “I released myself.”
“I see. You didn’t note any prescriptions down on your form.”
“I’m not taking any. And don’t ask me what they prescribed. I never filled anything. I don’t want drugs—and I don’t want to talk to a shrink.”
“All right, for now we’ll handle this the old-fashioned way. We’ll eliminate any physical cause. I’ll prescribe fresh air, rest, regular meals—and some good, safe sex if you can get it,” she added with a smile.
“Sex isn’t one of my priorities.”
“Well, honey, then you are crazy.”
Jo blinked, then snorted out a laugh as Kirby dabbed the inside of her elbow with alcohol. “Thanks.”
“No charge for insults. And the last part of the prescription is to talk. With me, with your family, with whoever you can trust to listen. Don’t let it build up again. You’re cared for, Jo. Lean a little.”
She shook her head before Jo could speak. “Your brother cares enough to drag you in here—here to a place he’s avoided like the plague since I moved in. And if I’m any judge of character, he’s out there right now pacing and muttering and worried sick that I’m going to go out and tell him his sister has three weeks to live.”
“It would serve him right.” Jo sighed heavily. “Even if I do feel better now than I have in weeks.” Then her eyes fastened on the syringe and widened. “What the hell is that for?”
“Just need a little blood.” Needle poised, Kirby grinned. “Want to scream, and see how long it takes him to run in here?”
Jo averted her eyes, held her breath. “I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.”


WHEN Jo was dressed again, Kirby tossed her a fat plastic bottle. “They’re just vitamins,” she said. “High-potency. If you start eating right, you won’t need them. But they’ll give you a boost for now. I’ll let you know when the blood work comes back from the lab, but everything else is within normal range.”
“I appreciate it, really.”
“Show it, then, by taking care of yourself and talking to me when you need to.”
“I will.” It always felt a bit odd for her to make an overtly affectionate move, but she stepped over and kissed Kirby’s cheek. “I will. And I meant what I said. I feel better than I have in a long time.”
“Good. Follow Doctor Kirby’s orders, and you should feel better yet.” Keeping her concerns to herself, she led Jo out.
Brian was exactly where she’d expected, restlessly pacing her living room. He stopped and scowled at them both. Kirby met the look with a bright smile.
“You have a bouncing one-hundred-and-ten-pound girl, Daddy. Congratulations.”
“Very funny. What the hell’s wrong with you?” he demanded of Jo.
She angled her head, narrowed her eyes. “Bite me,” she suggested, then strolled to the door. “I’m walking back. Thanks for squeezing this idiot’s whims into your schedule, Kirby.”
“Oh, I’ve been working on doing just that for months.” She chuckled as the screen door slammed.
“I want to know what’s wrong with my sister.”
“She’s suffering from acute brotheritis at the moment. While extremely irritating, it’s rarely fatal.”
“I want a fucking straight answer,” he said between his teeth, and she nodded approvingly.
“I like you even better when you’re human.” She turned to the coffeepot, pleased to see he’d made himself useful and had brewed fresh. “All right, straight answers. Would you like to sit down?”
His stomach jittered painfully. “How bad is it?”
“Not nearly as bad as you apparently think. You take it black, don’t you? Like a real man.” Her breath caught when he closed a hand hard over her arm.
“I’m not in the mood for this.”
“Okay, so my witty repartee isn’t going to relax you. It’ll take a couple of weeks to get full test results back, but I can give you my educated opinion from the exam. Jo’s a little run-down. She’s edgy and she’s stressed and she’s annoyed with herself for being edgy and stressed. What she needs is exactly what you’ve shown me you can give her. Support—even when she kicks against it.”
The first trickle of relief loosened the pressure in his chest. “That’s it? That’s all?”
She turned away to finish pouring the coffee. “There’s doctor-patient confidentiality. Jo’s entitled to her privacy and to my discretion.”
“Jo’s my sister.”
“Yes, and on a personal level I’m happy to see you take that relationship to heart. I wasn’t sure that you did. Here.” She pressed the cup into his hand. “She came home because she needed to be home. She needed her family. So be there. That’s all I can tell you. Anything else has to come from her.”
He paced away, sipping coffee without realizing it. All right, he thought, she wasn’t suffering from any of the mysterious and deadly diseases he’d conjured up while he’d been waiting. She’d just run herself out of energy. It wasn’t cancer or a brain tumor.
“All right.” This time he said it aloud. “I can probably browbeat her into eating regularly and threaten Lexy away from picking fights with her.”
“You’re very sweet,” Kirby murmured.
“No, I’m not.” He set the cup down abruptly and stepped back. His worry had faded enough to allow him to see Kirby clearly. The way those mermaid eyes were smiling at him. The way she stood there, all cool and composed, all pink and gold. “I’m just looking out for myself. I want my routine back, and I won’t get it until she’s steadied out.”
Eyes warm, Kirby walked toward him. “Liar. Fraud. Softie.”
“Back off.”
“Not yet.” She reached up to catch his face in her hands. He’d stirred more than her lust this time, and she couldn’t resist it. “You booked the physical for her, and you haven’t paid the bill.” She rose to her toes. “My services don’t come cheap.” And brushed her lips to his.
His hands were at her waist as the taste of her flooded into him. “I keep telling you to back off.” He tilted his head, deepened the kiss. “Why don’t you listen?”
Her breath was already starting to back up, clog her lungs. A glorious sensation. “I’m stubborn. Persistent. Right.”
“You’re aggressive.” His teeth nipped into her bottom lip, tugged. “I don’t like aggressive women.”
“Mmm. Yes, you do.”
“No, I don’t.” He pushed her back against the counter until his body was pressed hard and hot to hers, until his mouth could fix firmly and devour. “But I want you. Happy now?”
She tipped her head back, moaning when his mouth raced down her throat. “Give me five minutes to cancel my afternoon appointments and we’ll both be ecstatic. Brian, put your hands on me, for God’s sake.”
“It’s not going to be easy.” He nipped at her ear where a little emerald stud winked at the lobe, worked his way restlessly back to her mouth to plunder until her nails dug into his shoulders. He saw himself taking her there, where they stood, just dragging down his fly, dragging down her neat trousers and plunging in until this desperate need, this vicious frustration, was behind him.
But he didn’t touch her, didn’t take her. Instead, he used the ache churning inside him to control them both. He wrapped his hand around her throat, drew her head back until their eyes met. Hers were the green of restless seas, urging him to dive in.
“It’s going to be my way. You’re going to have to accept that.”
Nerves shuddered through desire. “Listen—”
“No, we’re done with that. Done with the games too. You could’ve backed off, but you didn’t. Now it’s going to be my way. When I come back, we’re going to finish this.”
Her breath was coming fast, her blood pumping hot. For a moment she hated him for being able to study her with eyes so cool and controlled. “Do you think that scares me?”
“I don’t think you’ve got sense enough to let it scare you.” And he smiled, slowly, dangerously. “But it should. When I come back,” he repeated and stepped away from her. “And I won’t give a damn if you’re ready.”
She steadied herself and grabbed for some pride. “Why, you arrogant bastard!”
“That’s right.” He walked toward the door, praying he could make it out before the aching for her made him groan aloud. He shot her a last look, skimming his gaze over the tousled, sunlit hair, the eyes that sparkled with a range of dangerous emotions, the mouth that was still swollen from his. “I’d go tidy myself up a bit, doc. Your next patient just pulled up.”
He let the screen slam behind him.




THIRTEEN
LITTLE Desire cottage wasn’t much of a detour on the way back to Sanctuary. In any case, Jo thought, scrambling to justify it, the walk would do her good.
Maybe she wanted to take some afternoon shots of the river, see how many more wildflowers had bloomed. And since she’d be walking by, it would be rude not to at least stop in.
Besides, it was family property.
She even worked out a little just-passing-by excuse, did some mental rehearsing to perfect just the right casual tone. So it was quite a letdown to get to the cottage and see that Nathan’s Jeep was gone.
She stood at the base of the stairs a moment, debating, then quickly mounted them before she could change her mind. There was nothing wrong with slipping in, just for a second, leaving a note. It wasn’t as if she would disturb anything or poke around. She just wanted to—Damn it, his door was locked.
It was another minor jolt. People on Desire rarely locked their doors. Too curious now to worry about manners, she pressed her face to the glass panel and peered in.
On the long table that served the kitchen area sat a compact laptop computer, frustratingly and neatly closed. A streamlined printer stood beside it. Long tubes that she assumed held blueprints were stacked nearby. One large square of paper was unrolled and anchored at the corners with a jar of instant coffee, an ashtray, and two mugs. But no matter how she shifted or angled her head, she couldn’t make out what was printed on it.
None of my business anyway, she reminded herself, straining to see. At a crash of leaves behind her she stepped back quickly, looked over her shoulder. A wild turkey cut loose with its quick, gobbling call and lumbered into flight. With a roll of her eyes, Jo patted her skipping heart. It would be perfect if Nathan himself strolled out of the trees and caught her spying into his house.
She reminded herself that she had dozens of things she could do, dozens of places she could go. It wasn’t as though she’d gone out of her way to see him. By much.
It was probably best that she’d missed him, she told herself, as she jogged back down the stairs and headed home. Taking the Palmetto Trail, she followed the bend of the river into the thick shade where muscadine vines and resurrection ferns turned forest to verdant jungle.
She didn’t need the kind of distraction, the kind of complication that Nathan Delaney was bound to bring to her life just now. She was just getting back on her feet.
If she pursued a relationship with him, she’d have to tell him about ... things. And if she told him, that would be the end of the relationship. Who wanted to get tangled up with a crazy woman on their vacation?
The path twisted, crowded in by the saw palmettos that gave it its name. She heard the turkey call again, and the long, liquid notes of a warbler. Her camera bag thudded at her hip as she quickened her pace and argued with herself.
So, by not starting anything, she was just saving them both time and embarrassment.
Why the hell hadn’t he been home?
“Ssh.” Giff put a hand over Lexy’s mouth when he heard footsteps coming along the path near the clearing that was guarded by thick oak limbs and cabbage palms. “Someone’s passing by,” he whispered.
“Oh.” In a lightning move, Lexy grabbed her discarded blouse and pressed it to her breasts. “I thought you said Nathan had gone over to the mainland for the day.”
“He did. I passed him on his way to the ferry.”
“Then who—oh.” Lexy snickered as she peeked through palm fronds. “It’s just Jo. Looking annoyed with the world, as usual.”
“Quiet.” Giff ducked Lexy’s head down with his. “I’d just as soon your sister not catch me with my pants down.”
“But you’ve got such a nice ...” She made a grab for him, and muffling giggles, they tussled until Jo passed out of sight.
“You’re a bad one, Lex.” Giff pinned her, grinned down into her face. She still wore her bra—they hadn’t quite gotten around to disposing of it—and he enjoyed the sensation of the slick material rubbing against his chest. “Just how would I have explained myself if she’d come over this way?”
“If she doesn’t know what’s going on, it’s time someone showed her.”
With a shake of his head, he leaned down to kiss the tip of her nose. “You’re too hard on your sister.”
“I’m too hard on her?” Lexy snorted. “Let’s try that the other way around. It fits much better.”
“Well, maybe you’re too hard on each other. Looks to me like Jo’s had a rough time with something lately.”
“Her life’s perfect for her,” Lexy disagreed, pouting and twirling a lock of Giff’s hair around her fingers. “She’s got her work, all that traveling. People ooh and aah over her photographs like they were newborn babies. Or they study them like stupid textbooks. And she makes piles of money, enough so that she doesn’t have to worry about stingy trust funds.”
Love tugged at him as he skimmed his knuckles over her chin. “Honey, it’s a pure foolish waste of time for you to be jealous of Jo.”
“Jealous?” At the shock of the insult her eyes went dark and wide. “Why in holy hell would I be jealous of Jo Ellen?”
“Exactly.” He kissed her, just a little nibbling peck. “The two of you are after the same thing. The way you are and the way you go after it are as different as night and day, but the goal’s the same.”
“Really?” Her voice was cool and smooth as fresh milk. “And what goal would that be?”
“To be happy. That’s what most people want down under the rest of it. And to make their mark. Just because she’s made hers before you doesn’t make yours less important. And, after all, she had three years’ head start.”
It didn’t placate Lexy in the least. Her voice went from cool to icy. “I don’t know why you brought me out here if all you wanted to do was talk about my sister.”
“Honey, you brought me.” He grinned and kept her pinned under him despite her bad-tempered wiggles. “As I recall, you moseyed on down to Sand Castle Cottage, where I was minding my own business, replacing screens. You whispered a little something in my ear, and as you already had this here blanket in your tote, what was a man to do?”
She lifted her chin, raised a brow. “Why, I don’t know, Giff. What is a man to do?”
“I guess I’ll have to show you.”
He took his time and that left her a little weak and trembling. The night before, everything had poured over her in a hot rush. Need on top of pleasure, pleasure clawing at need. But today, in the cool air and dim light, his hands were slow, calluses scraping gently over her skin, fingers pressing, then skimming. And though his mouth was hot, it didn’t hurry. It came back to hers again and again, as if hers was the only flavor he needed.
When she sighed, it came from deep within.
She could be seduced as well as taken. He’d waited a lifetime to do both, to watch her let him do both. There was nothing about her that wasn’t precious to him. Now he could show her, inch by inch. One day soon he would tell her, word by word.
When he slipped inside her, her moan of welcome was sweet and silky. He braced himself over her to give more, to take more, and his pace was as lazy as the river that flowed nearby.
She whimpered when he lowered his head to suck gently on her breasts.
“You come first,” he murmured. “So I can see you.”
She couldn’t have stopped herself. She was being carried along like a weightless leaf on the river’s current. The orgasm flowed through her, long and lovely and deep. She could barely sigh out his name as it slid through her system.
His mouth came back to hers as it curved, and he emptied himself into her.
“Mmmm.” It was all she could manage as he rolled her over and snuggled her head on his chest. She’d never had a climax like that—one that crept up from the toes like silk-dipped fingers.
And he’d seemed so in control, so completely aware of her. Only the thunder of his heart under her cheek proved that he’d been as undone as she.
She smiled again, and turned her lips to his chest. “You must have done a lot of practicing.”
He kept his eyes closed, enjoying the air on his face and her hair under his hand. “I’m a strong believer that you keep working on a skill until you get it right.”
“I’d say you got it right.”
“I’ve wanted you all my life, Lexy.”
It made something inside her shiver to hear him say it, so simple, so easy. Caught in the afterglow, she lifted her head, and when she looked at him, that something shivered again. “I guess, deep down, I’ve always wanted you too.”
When his eyes opened, and the look in them made her mouth go dry, she put on a sassy grin. “But you used to be so skinny.”
“You used to be flat-chested.” She chuckled when he reached down to cup her breasts. “Things do change.”
Scooting up, she straddled him. “And you used to pull my hair.”
“You used to bite me. I’ve still got your teeth marks back of my left shoulder.”
Laughing, she shook her hair back. It was going to be painful to brush the tangles out, but she had to admit, it had been well worth it. “You do not.”
“Hell I don’t. Mama calls it my Hathaway brand.”
“Let’s just see.” She tugged at him until he rolled toward his side. She peered down, squinted, though she could see the faint white scar clearly enough. Her brand. It gave her an odd little thrill to know he carried it. “Where? I don’t see anything.” She shifted closer. “Oh, you mean that little thing? Why, that’s nothing. I can do much better now.”
Before he could defend himself, she clamped her teeth on his shoulder. He yelped, flipped her over, and rolled until they were tangled in the blanket. His hands managed to reach here, reach there so that she was as breathless with freshening desire as with laughter.
“I’d say it’s time I put my mark on you.”
“Don’t you dare bite me, Giff.” She giggled, struggled, rolled. “Ouch! Damn it.”
“I didn’t bite you yet.”
“Well, something did.”
He moved fast, visions of snakes slicing into his brain. He rolled her, gained his feet, and scooped her into his arms in one lightning move. Her jaw dropped open as she watched his eyes, suddenly hard and cold, scan the ground.
“Golly,” was all she could manage, as her romantic’s heart flopped in her chest.
Nothing slithered or crept or crawled. But he saw a glint of silver. He set Lexy on her feet, turned her around. A faint red scrape marred her delicate shoulder blade. “You just rolled over something, that’s all.” He kissed the scrape lightly, then bent to pick up the dangle of silver. “Somebody’s earring.”
Bright-eyed, Lexy reached back to rub absently at the little pain. Why, he’d picked her up as if she weighed nothing at all, she thought dreamily. And he’d stood there, holding her, as if he would have defended her against a fire-breathing dragon.
Images of Lancelot and Guinevere, of misty castles, floated into her head before she managed to focus on the earring Giff was holding. It was a bright trail of small silver stars.
“That’s Ginny’s.” With a slight frown, she reached out and took it from him. “It’s from her favorite pair. Wonder how it got here.”
Giff lifted his brows, wiggled them. “I guess we’re not the first people to use the forest for something other than a nature walk.”
With a laugh, Lexy sat on the blanket again, setting the earring carefully beside her before she reached for her bra. “I guess you’d be right. Long detour from the campground and her cottage, though. Was she wearing them last night?”
“I don’t pay much mind to my cousin’s earbobs,” Giff said dryly.
“I’m almost sure ...”
She trailed off, trying to bring back the picture. Ginny’d been wearing a bright-red shirt with silver studs, tight white jeans cinched with a concho belt. And yes, Lexy thought, almost certainly her favorite silver star dangles. Ginny liked the way they swung and caught the light.
“Well, doesn’t matter. I’ll get it back to her. If I can find her.”
He sat down to pull on his Jockeys. “What do you mean?”
“She must have found herself a hot date at the bonfire last night. She didn’t show up for work this morning.”
“What do you mean she didn’t show up? Ginny always shows up.”
“Well, she didn’t this morning. I heard the hubbub over it when I came down for the breakfast shift.” Lexy dug in her tote for a hair pick and began the arduous process of dragging out the tangles. “Ouch, damn it. We had a bunch of check-ins and -outs over at the campground, and no Ginny. Kate sent Daddy and Jo over to handle it.”
Giff pulled on his jeans, rising to snap them. “They checked her cabin?”
“I finished up before they got back, but I’d expect so. I can tell you, Kate was in a tizzy.”
“That’s not like Ginny. She’s wild, but she’d never leave Kate in the lurch that way.”
“Maybe she’s sick.” Lexy rubbed the earring between her fingers before tucking it into the little pocket of the tiny shorts she’d put on to drive Giff crazy. “She was knocking back the tequila pretty steady.”
He nodded in agreement, but he knew that even hung over, she’d have done her job or seen to her own replacement. He remembered the way she’d looked, staggering over the beach in the dark, waving at him and Lexy, blowing them kisses. “I’ll go check on her.”
“You do that.” Lexy rose, enjoying the way he watched her legs unfold. “And maybe later . . .” She slid her arms around him, up his back. “You’ll come check on me.”
“I was giving that some thought. I was figuring I’d come by, have dinner at the inn. Let you ... serve me.”
“Oh.” Her lips took on a feline curve as she stepped back, slowly pulling the pick through her long corkscrew curls. “Were you figuring that?”
“Yeah. Then I was figuring how about if I just wandered on upstairs afterward, maybe wandered right on into your room. We could try this in a bed for a change.”
“Well.” She ran her tongue over her top lip. “I might just be available tonight—depending on what kind of tipper you are.”
He grinned and captured her just-moistened lips with his in a kiss that rocked her straight back on her heels.
When she could breathe again, she exhaled slowly. “That’s a real good start.” She bent down to gather the blanket, deliberately turning to tease him with tight buns in tight shorts, then turned her head. “I’m going to give you . . . excellent service.”


BY the time Giff was back in his truck and on the road to the campground, his heart rate was nearly back to normal. The woman was potent, he thought, and life with her was going to be a continual adventure. He didn’t think she was quite ready to have her notions adjusted to a lifetime with him, but he was going to work on that too.
He smiled to himself, flipped the radio up so Clint Black wailed through the speakers. He had it all planned, Giff mused. The courtship—which was progressing just fine in his opinion. The proposal, the marriage, the life.
As soon as he convinced her that he was exactly what she needed, that would be that. Meanwhile, they would give each other a hell of a ride.
He turned into the campground, frowning a little as he saw the teenager inside the booth instead of Ginny. “Hey, Colin.” Giff braked, leaned out his window. “Got you manning the post today?”
“Looks like.”
“Seen Ginny?”
“Not hide nor hair.” The boy tried out a lascivious wink. “She musta caught a live one.”
“Yeah.” But there was an uncomfortable shift in Giff’s gut. “I’m going to look in at her cabin. See what’s up.”
“Help yourself.”
Giff drove slowly, mindful of the possibility that a child might dart out in front of him. With summer just around the corner, he knew more would be coming, stacking up in the campground, the cottages, spreading towels on the beach. Those in the cottages would fry themselves in the sun half the day, then come back and run their ACs to the max. Which usually meant he’d be kept busy replacing coils.
Not that he minded. It was good, honest work. And though he dreamed now and then of taking on something more challenging, he figured his time would come.
He pulled up into Ginny’s short drive and climbed out. He hoped to find her in bed, moaning, with her head in a basin. That would explain why it was so damn quiet. When she was home, Ginny always had the radio blaring, the TV on, her voice raised in song or in argument with one of the talk shows she was addicted to. The noises clashed cheerfully. She said it kept her from feeling lonesome.
But he heard nothing except the click of palm fronds in the breeze, the hollow plop of frogs in water. He walked to the door, and because he’d run as tame in her cabin as he did in his own home, he didn’t bother to knock.
He nearly jumped out of his skin as he pulled open the door and a man’s form filled it. “Jesus Christ Almighty, Bri, you might as well shoot me as scare me to death.”
“Sorry.” Brian smiled a little. “I heard the truck, thought it might be Ginny.” His gaze shifted over Giff’s shoulder. “She’s not with you, is she?”
“No, I just heard she wasn’t at work and came to check.”
“She’s not here. It doesn’t look like she’s been around today, though it’s hard to tell.” He glanced back over his shoulder. “Woman’s messy as three teenage girls on a rampage.”
“Maybe she’s at one of the sites.”
Brian scanned the trees that crowded close around the tufts of golden marsh grass. There were a couple of pintail ducks taking a breather in the slough on their trek along the Atlantic flyway. A marsh hawk circled lazily overhead. Near the narrow path, where spiderwort tangled, a trio of swallowtail butterflies flitted gaily.
But he saw no sign of the human inhabitant of this small corner of the island.
“I parked over near number one, circled around to here. I asked after her, but nobody I ran into has seen her since yesterday.”
“That’s not right.” The discomfort in Giff’s stomach escalated into dull pain. “Bri, that’s just not right.”
“I agree with you. It’s after two o’clock. Even if she’d spent the night somewhere else she should have surfaced by now.” Worry was a fist pressing at the back of his neck. He rubbed it absently as he looked back into the living mess of Ginny’s cabin. “It’s time we started to make calls.”
“I’ll go by, tell my mother. She’ll have half a dozen calls made before either of us can make one. Come on, I’ll drop you back at your car.”
“Appreciate it.”
“She was pretty drunk last night,” Giff added as he slipped behind the wheel. “I saw her—Lexy and I saw her. We were in the water ... taking a swim,” he added with a quick glance over.
“Swimming—right.”
Giff waited a beat, tugged at the brim of his cap. “How am I supposed to tell you I’m sleeping with your sister?”
Brian pressed his fingers to his eyes. “I guess that was one way. It’s a little difficult for me to get my tongue around the word ‘congratulations’ under the circumstances.”
“You want to know my intentions?”
“I don’t.” Brian held up a hand. “I really, really don’t.”
“I’m going to marry her.”
“Now I’m never going to be able to say the word ‘congratulations’ again.” Shifting in his seat, Brian aimed a level stare at Giff. “Are you crazy?”
“I love her.” Giff slapped the truck into reverse and backed up. “I always have.”
Brian got a vividly clear picture of Lexy gleefully kicking Giff’s still bleeding heart off a cliff. “You’re a big boy, Giff. You know what you’re getting into.”
“That’s right, just like I know that you and everybody else in your family never give Lexy enough credit.” Giff’s normally mild voice took on a defensive edge that made Brian raise his eyebrows. “She’s smart, she’s strong, she’s got a heart as big as the ocean, and when you shake the nonsense away, she’s as loyal as they come.”
Brian blew out a long breath. She was also reckless, impulsive, and self-absorbed. But Giff’s words had struck a chord and made Brian ashamed. “You’re right. And if anyone can polish up her better qualities, I’d say it would be you.”
“She needs me.” Giff tapped his fingers on the wheel. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention any of this to her. I haven’t gotten to that part yet.”
“Believe me, the last thing I want to discuss with Alexa is her love life.”
“Good. Well, I veered off from where I was heading. Like I was saying, I saw Ginny last night. Must have been somewhere around midnight. Wasn’t paying much attention to the time. She was walking south on the beach—stopped and waved at us.”
“Was she alone?”
“Yeah. Said she needed to clear her head. I didn’t notice her walk back, but I was kind of, uh, busy for a while.”
“Well, if she passed out on the beach, someone would have come across her by now, so she must have walked back, or cut up over the dunes.”
“We found one of her earrings in that clearing on the Sanctuary side of the river.”
“When?”
“Little bit ago,” Giff said as he pulled up beside Brian’s car. “Lexy and I were ...”
“Oh, please, don’t put that image in my brain. What are you, rabbits?” He shook his head. “Are you sure it was Ginny’s earring?”
“Lexy was—and she was pretty sure Ginny was wearing it last night.”
“That’s the kind of thing Lex would notice. But it’s a funny way for Ginny to walk if she was heading home.”
“That’s what I thought. Still, she might have been with someone by then. It’s not like Ginny to leave a party before it’s over—unless she’s got another kind of party planned.”
“None of this is like Ginny.”
“No, it’s not. I’m getting worried, Brian.”
“Yeah.” He got out of the truck, then turned and leaned in the window. “Go get your mother started on those calls. I’m going to head down to the ferry. Who knows, maybe she met the man of her dreams and eloped to Savannah.”


BY six there was a full-scale search under way. Through the forest paths, along the rugged hiking trails to the north, down the long curve of beach and around the winding paths that twisted through the sloughs. Some of those who scoured the island remembered another search for another woman.
Twenty years hadn’t dimmed the memory. And while they looked for Ginny, many murmured about Annabelle.
Probably she’d taken off just the way Belle had. That was what some thought. She’d gotten an itchy foot and decided to scratch it. The Pendleton girl always had been wild. No, not Annabelle, some said, but Ginny. Annabelle had been still water running deep, and Ginny was all crashing surf.
But both of them were gone, just the same.
Nathan walked in on one of the conversations as he lingered at the dock, tossing his briefcase into the cab, loading his supplies in the back.
It made his heart beat just a little too fast, a little too hard. It made his stomach churn. He heard Annabelle’s name tossed back and forth and it made his ears ring. He’d come to face it, Nathan reminded himself, then had tried to ignore it. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could do either. Or if he was going to be able to live with whichever path he took.
He drove to Sanctuary.
He saw Jo sitting on the grand front steps, her head resting on her drawn-up knees. She lifted it when she heard his Jeep, and he saw all the ghosts in her eyes.
“We can’t find her.” She pressed her lips together. “Ginny.”
“I heard.” Not knowing what else to do, he sat beside her, draped an arm around her shoulders so she could lean against him. “I just came in on the ferry.”
“We’ve looked everywhere. Hours now. She’s vanished, Nathan, just vanished, like—” She couldn’t say it. Wouldn’t say it. And, drawing a breath, slammed the door on even the thought of it. “If she was on the island, someone would have seen her, someone would have found her.”
“It’s a lot of ground to cover.”
“No.” She shook her head. “If she was trying to hide, sure, she could keep one step ahead. Ginny knows the island as well as anyone, every trail and cove. But there’s no reason for that. She’s just gone.”
“I didn’t see her on the morning ferry. I kicked back and slept most of the way, but she’s tough to miss.”
“We already checked that. She didn’t take the ferry.”
“Okay.” He ran his hand up and down her arm as he tried to think. “Private boats. There’s a number of them around—islanders and outlanders.”
“She can pilot a boat, but none of the natives report one missing. No one’s reported one missing, or come in to say they took Ginny out.”
“A day-tripper?”
“Yeah.” She nodded, tried to accept it. “That’s what most people are starting to think. She got a wild hair and took off with someone. She’s done it before, but never when she was scheduled to work, and never without leaving word.”
He remembered the way she’d smiled at him. Hey, handsome. “She was hitting the tequila pretty steady last night.”
“Yeah, they’re saying that too.” She jerked away from him. “Ginny’s not some cheap, irresponsible drunk.”
“I didn’t say that, Jo, and I didn’t mean that.”
“It’s so easy to say she didn’t care, didn’t give a damn. She just left without a word to anyone, without a thought to anyone.” Jo sprang up as the words tumbled out. “Left her home and her family and everyone who loved her without a second thought for how sick with worry and hurt they would be.”
Her eyes glittered with fury, her voice rose with it. She no longer cared that it was her mother she spoke of now. No longer cared that she could see by the sober and sympathetic look on his face that he knew it.
“I don’t believe it.” She caught her breath, let it out slowly. “And I’ve never believed it.”
“I’m sorry.” He got to his feet, put his arms around her. Though she shoved, strained against him, he kept them firm. “I’m sorry, Jo.”
“I don’t want your sympathy. I don’t want anything from you or anyone else. Let me go.”
“No.” She’d been let go too often and by too many, Nathan thought. He pressed his cheek to her hair and waited her out.
She stopped struggling abruptly and wrapped her arms tight around him. “Oh, Nathan, I’m so scared. It’s like going through it all again, and still not knowing why.”
He stared over her head to the rioting garden of snapdragons and Canterbury bells. “Would it make a difference? Would it help to know why?”
“Maybe not. Sometimes I think it would make it worse. For all of us.” She turned her face into his throat, pathetically grateful that he was there, that he was solid. “I hate seeing my father remember, and Brian and Lexy. We don’t talk about it, can’t seem to bring ourselves to talk about it. But it’s there. Pushing at us, and I guess it’s pushed us away from each other most of our lives.” She let out a long sigh, lulled by the steady beat of his heart against hers. “I find myself thinking more about Mama than Ginny, and I hate myself for it.”
“Don’t.” He touched his lips to her temple, her cheekbone, then her mouth. “Don’t,” he repeated and slid more easily and more deeply into the kiss than he’d intended.
She didn’t pull away, but opened to him. The simple comfort he’d meant to offer grew into something with the backbeat of urgency. His hands came up, framed her face, then slid down her in one long, slow caress that made her stomach drop away to her knees.
The need that rose up in her was so sweet, so ripe, so huge. She wanted nothing more than to fall into it. Where did this come from? she thought dizzily. And where could it go? She wished suddenly and with all her heart that they could just be two people drowning each other in this slow, endless kiss while the sun dipped low in the sky and shadows grew long and deep.
“I can’t do this,” she murmured.
“I have to.” He changed the angle of the kiss and took her under again. “Hold on to me again, for just a minute,” he said when her arms dropped limply away. “Need me again, for just a minute.”
She couldn’t resist it, couldn’t deny either of them, so she held close and held tight and let the moment spin out around them. Dimly she heard tires spin on the road below. Reality slipped back in and she drew back.
“I have to go.”
He reached out, took her by the fingertips. “Come back with me. Come home with me. Get away from this for a while.”
Emotions surged into her eyes, filled them, made them intensely blue. “I can’t.”
She backed up, then rushed up the stairs, closing the door behind her quickly and without looking back.




FOURTEEN
THIRTY-SIX hours after Ginny had failed to show up for work, Brian dragged into the family parlor and stretched out on the ancient davenport. He was exhausted, and there was simply nothing else to be done. The island had been searched in every direction, dozens of calls had been made. Finally, the police had been notified.
Not that they’d seemed terribly interested, Brian thought, as he studied the plaster rosettes edging the coffered ceiling. After all, they were dealing with a twenty-six-year-old woman—a woman with a reputation. A woman who was free to come and go as she pleased, had no known enemies and a predilection for taking strolls on the wild side.
He already knew the authorities would give the matter a glance, do the basics, then file it.
They had done a bit more than that twenty years before, he remembered, when another woman had vanished. They’d worked harder and longer to find Annabelle. Cops prowling the island, asking questions, taking notes, looking soberly concerned. But money had been involved there—trust funds, property, inheritances. It had taken him some time to realize that the police had been pursuing an angle of foul play. And that, briefly, his father had been the prime suspect.
It had scared the hell out of him.
But no evidence of foul play had ever been found, and interest eventually waned. Brian imagined interest would wane in Ginny Pendleton’s case much sooner.
And he’d simply run out of things to do.
He thought fleetingly about reaching for the remote, switching on the television or stereo and just zoning out for an hour. The parlor—or the family room, as Kate insisted on calling it—was rarely used.
It was Kate who’d chosen the casual and comfortable furnishings, mixing the deep, wide chairs, the heavy old tables, the stretch-out-and-nap sofa. She’d tossed in colorful floor pillows, with some idea, Brian imagined, that the room might actually be too crowded now and then for everyone to have a traditional seat.
But most often, the room was occupied by no more than one person at a time.
The Hathaways weren’t the gather-together-to-watch-the-evening-news type. They were loners, he thought, every one of them, finding more excuses to be apart than to bond together.
It made life less ... complicated.
He sat up, but lacked the energy to distract himself with someone else’s news. Instead, he rose and went to the little refrigerator behind the mahogany bar. That was another of Kate’s stubborn fantasies, keeping that bar and cold box stocked. As if the family might stop in after a long day, share a drink, some conversation, a little entertainment. Brian gave a half laugh as he popped open a beer.
Not bloody likely.
With that thought still lying bitter in his head, he glanced up and saw his father in the doorway. It was a toss-up as to who was more surprised to find himself faced with the other.
Silence hung in the air, the thick and sticky kind that only family could brew. At length Brian tipped back his beer, took a long, cold swallow. Sam shifted his feet, hooked his thumbs in his front pockets.
“You finished for the day?” he asked Brian.
“Looks that way. Nothing else to do.” Since just standing there made him feel foolish, Brian shrugged his shoulders and said, “Want a beer?”
“Wouldn’t mind.”
Brian got another bottle from the fridge, popped the top as his father crossed the room. Sam took a swallow and fell back on silence. It had been his intention to relax his mind with a few innings of baseball, maybe knock back a few fingers of bourbon to help him sleep.
He had no idea at all how to have a beer with his son.
“Rain’s come in,” he said, groping.
Brian listened to it patter against the windows. “It’s been a pretty dry spring.”
Sam nodded, shifted again. “Water level’s dead low on some of the smaller pools. This’ll help.”
“The outlanders won’t like it.”
“No.” Sam’s frown was a reflex. “But we need the rain.”
Silence crept in again, stretched until Brian angled his head. “Well, looks like that uses up the weather as a topic. What’s next?” he said coolly. “Politics or sports?”
Sam didn’t miss the sarcasm, he just chose to ignore it. “Didn’t think you had much interest in either.”
“Right. What would I know about such manly subjects? I cook for a living.”
“That’s not what I meant,” Sam said evenly. His nerves were scraped raw, his temper closer to the surface than he liked. He concentrated on not losing it. “I just didn’t know you had an interest.”
“You don’t have a clue what interests me. You don’t know what I think, what I want, what I feel. Because that’s never interested you.”
“Brian Hathaway.” Kate’s voice snapped as she stepped into the room with Lexy beside her. “Don’t you speak to your father in that tone.”
“Let the boy have his say.” Sam kept his eyes on his son as he set his beer aside. “He’s entitled.”
“He’s not entitled to show disrespect.”
“Kate.” Sam shot her one quelling look, then nodded at Brian. “You got something in your craw, spit it out.”
“It would take years, and it wouldn’t change a goddamn thing.”
Sam moved behind the bar. He wanted that sour mash after all. “Why don’t you just get started anyway?” He poured three fingers of Jim Beam in a short glass, then after a brief hesitation, poured a second and slid it down the bar to Brian.
“I don’t drink bourbon. Which probably makes me less of a man as well.”
Sam felt a dull pain center in his gut and lifted his own glass. “A man’s drink of choice is his own business. And you’ve been full grown for a time now. Why should it matter to you what I think?”
“It took me thirty years to get here,” Brian shot back. “Where the hell were you for the last twenty?” The lock he’d put on the questions, and the misery behind them, gave way to frustration and snapped open as though it had been rusted through and just waiting for that last kick. “You walked away, just like she did. Only you were worse because you let us know, every fucking day of our lives, that we didn’t matter. We were just incidentals that you dumped on Kate.”
War in her eyes, Kate surged forward. “Now you listen to me, Brian William Hathaway—”
“Leave him be,” Sam ordered, his voice cold to mask the hot needles pricking at his throat. “Finish it out,” he told Brian. “You’ve got more.”
“What difference will it make? Will it make you go back and be there when I was twelve and a couple of outlander kids beat the hell out of me for sport? Or when I was fifteen and sicked up on my first beer? When I was seventeen and scared shitless because I was afraid I’d gotten Molly Brodie pregnant when we lost our virginity together?”
His fists balled at his sides with a rage he hadn’t known lived inside him. “You weren’t ever there. Kate was. She’s the one who mopped up the spills and held my head. She’s the one who grounded me when I needed it and taught me to drive and lectured and praised. Never you. Never once. None of us needs you now. And if you treated Mama with the same selfish disregard, it’s no wonder she left.”
Sam flinched at that, the first show of emotion during the long stream of bitterness. His hand shook slightly as he reached for his glass again, but before he could speak, Lexy was shouting from the doorway.
“Why are you doing this? Why are you doing this now? Something’s happened to Ginny.” Her voice shattered on a sob as she raced into the room. “Something terrible’s happened to her, I know it, and all you can do is stand here and say these awful things.” Tears streaming, she clamped her hands over her ears as if she could block it all out. “Why can’t you leave it alone, just leave it all alone and pretend it doesn’t matter?”
“Because it does.” Furious that even now she wouldn’t stand with him, Brian whirled on her. “Because it does matter that we’re a pathetic excuse for a family, that you’re running off to New York and trying to replace the hole he put in your life with men. That Jo’s made herself sick and that I can’t be with a woman without thinking I’ll end up pushing her away the way he did Mama. It matters, goddamn it, because there’s not one of us who knows how to be happy.”
“I know how to be happy.” Lexy’s voice rose and stumbled as she shouted at him. She wanted to scream out the denial, to make it all a lie. “I’m going to be happy. I’m going to have everything I want.”
“What the hell’s going on here?” Jo braced a hand on the doorjamb and stared. The raised voices had brought her out of her room, where she’d been trying to nap to make up for the sleep she’d lost worrying over Ginny.
“Brian’s hateful. Just hateful.” On another wild sob, Lexy turned and rushed into Jo’s arms.
The shock of that, and the sight of her brother and her father facing each other across the bar like boxers at the bell, had her gaping. Kate stood in the middle, weeping quietly.
“What’s happening here?” Jo managed as her head began to throb. “Is it about Ginny?”
“They don’t care about Ginny.” Lost in grief, Lexy sobbed into Jo’s shoulder. “They don’t care.”
“It’s not about Ginny.” Sick now with fury and guilt, Brian stepped away from the bar. “It’s just a typical Hathaway evening. And I’ve had enough of it.”
He strode out, pausing briefly by Lexy. He lifted a hand as if to stroke her hair, then dropped it again without making contact.
Jo took a quiet, shallow breath. “Kate?”
Kate brushed briskly at the tears on her cheeks. “Honey, will you take Lexy to your room for a bit? I’ll be along shortly.”
“All right.” Jo took a quick glance at her father—the stony face, the enigmatic eyes, and decided it was best to save her questions. “Come on, Lexy,” she murmured. “Come on with me now.”
When they’d gone, Kate took a hankie from her pocket and blew her nose. “Not that it’s any excuse for his behavior,” she began, “but Brian’s worried sick and exhausted. All of us are, but he’s been talking to the police and still running the inn on top of everything else. He’s just worn out, Sam.”
“He’s also right.” Sam sipped, wondering if the liquor would wash the harsh taste of shame out of his throat. “I haven’t been a father to them since Belle walked out on us. I left it all up to you.”
“Sam ...”
He looked over at her. “Are you going to tell me that’s not true?”
She sighed a little, then because her legs just seemed too tired to hold her up another minute, slid onto a stool at the bar. “No, there’s no point in lying.”
Sam huffed out what passed for a laugh. “You’ve always been honest to a fault. It’s an admirable—and irritating—quality.”
“I didn’t figure you paid much notice. I’ve been chorusing a more polite variation on what Brian’s just poured out for years.” She angled her head, and though her eyes were red-rimmed, they were steady when they met his. “Never made a dent in you.”
“It made a few.” He set his glass down to rub his hands over his face. Maybe it was because he was tired, and heartsick, and remembering too damn clearly what he’d let fade, but the words he hadn’t known he could say were there. “I didn’t want them to need me. Didn’t want anyone to. And I sure as hell didn’t want to need them.”
He started to leave it at that. It was more than he’d ever said before, to anyone other than himself. But she was watching him, so patiently, with such quiet compassion, he found the rest of it pouring out.
“The fact is, Kate, Belle broke my heart. By the time I got over it, you were here and things seemed to run smooth enough.”
“If I hadn’t stayed—”
“They’d have had nobody. You did a good job with them, Kate. I don’t know that I realized that until that boy hit me between the eyes just now. It took guts to do that.”
Kate shut her eyes. “I’ll never understand men, not if I live another half century. You’re proud of him for shouting at you, swearing at you?”
“I respect him for it. It occurs to me that I haven’t shown him the proper respect a grown man deserves.”
“Well, hallelujah,” she muttered and picked up Brian’s untouched bourbon and drank. And choked.
Sam’s lips curved. She looked so pretty, he thought, sitting there thumping a fist to her heart with her face red and her eyes wide. “You’ve never been one for hard liquor.”
She gulped in a breath, hissed it out because it burned like the flames of hell. “I’m making an exception tonight. I’m about worn to the bone.”
He took the glass out of her hand. “You’ll just get sick.” He reached down into the fridge and found the open bottle of the Chardonnay she preferred.
As he poured it for her, she stared at him. “I didn’t realize you knew what I like to drink.”
“You can’t live with a woman for twenty years and not pick up on some of her habits.” He heard the way it sounded and felt dull color creep up his neck. “Live in the same house, I mean.”
“Hmm. Well, what are you going to do about Brian?”
“Do?”
“Sam.” Impatient, she took a quick sip to knock the taste of bourbon out of her mouth. “Are you going to throw this chance away?”
There she was again, was all he could think, poking at him when all he wanted was a little peace. “He’s pissed off, and I let him have his say. Now that’s done.”
“It is not done.” She leaned forward on the bar, snagging his arm before he could evade her. “Brian just kicked the door open, Sam. Now you be father enough, you be man enough to walk through it.”
“He doesn’t have any use for me.”
“Oh, that’s the biggest pile of bull slop I’ve ever heard.” She was just angry enough not to notice that his cough disguised a chuckle. “The lot of you are so stubborn. Every gray hair I have is a result of Hathaway mule-headedness.”
He skimmed a glance over her neat cap of rich russet. “You don’t have any gray hair.”
“And I pay good money to keep it away.” She huffed out a breath. “Now you listen to me, Sam, and keep your ears open for once. I don’t care how old those three children are, they still need you. And it’s past time you gave them what you stopped giving them and yourself years ago. Compassion, attention, and affection. If Ginny pulling this awful stunt has brought this to a head, then I’m almost glad of it. And I’m not going to stand by and see the four of you walk away from each other again.”
She pushed off the stool, snagged her glass. “Now, I’m going to try to calm Lexy down, which should take me half the night. That gives you plenty of time to find your son and start mending fences with him.”
“Kate ...” When she paused at the door and turned those sparkling eyes back on him, nerves had him reaching for the bottle of Jim Beam, setting it aside again. “I don’t know where to start.”
“You idiot,” she said with such gentle affection that the heat rose up his neck a second time. “You already have.”


BRIAN knew exactly where he was going. He didn’t delude himself that he was just taking a long walk to cool off. He could have rounded the island on foot and his blood would still have been hot. He was furious with himself for losing his temper, for saying things it did no good to say. It ripped at him that he’d made both Lexy and Kate cry.
Life was simpler when you kept things inside, he decided, when you just lived with them and went about your business.
Wasn’t that what his father had done all these years?
Brian hunched his shoulders against the rain, annoyed that he’d come out without a jacket and was now soaked through. He could hear the sea pounding as he trudged along the soggy sand between the dunes. Lights glowed behind the windows of cottages, and he used them as a compass in the dark.
He heard a drift of classical music as he mounted Kirby’s stairs. He saw her through the rain-splattered glass of the door. She wore soft and baggy blue sweats, her feet bare. Her hair swung forward to curtain her face as she bent to poke inside the refrigerator, one dainty foot with sassy pink toenails tapping time to the music.
The quick punch of lust was very satisfying. He opened the door without knocking.
She straightened quickly and with a short, audible gasp. “Oh, Brian. I didn’t hear you.” Off guard, she balanced a hand on the open refrigerator door. “Is there word on Ginny?”
“ No.”
“Oh, I thought ...” Nerves drummed in her fingers as she raked them through her hair from brow to tip. His eyes were dark and direct, with something unquestionably dangerous smoldering in them. Her heart took a rabbit leap into her throat. “You’re soaked.”
“It’s raining,” he said and began to walk toward her.
“I, ah—” It didn’t matter how ridiculous she told herself it was, her knees were starting to shake. “I was about to have a glass of wine. Why don’t you pour some and I’ll get you a towel.”
“I don’t need a towel.”
“Okay.” She could smell the rain on him now, and the heat. “I’ll get the wine.”
“Later.” He reached out and shut the refrigerator door, then trapped her against it with his body and crushed his mouth to hers in a searing, greedy kiss.
Even as the moan strangled in her throat, his hands snaked under her shirt, closed possessively over her breasts. His teeth nipped at her tongue, shooting tiny thrills of pain and fear through her. Then his hands slid down, around her, cupping her bottom and lifting until she was inches off the floor, and wet, straining denim was pressed against the wicked ache between her thighs.
She managed to shudder out a breath when his lips fastened on her throat. “So much for small talk.” Hungrily, she attacked his ear. That quick bite of flesh stirred a craving for more. “The bedroom’s down the hall.”
“I don’t need a bed.” His smile sharp-edged and feral, he lifted his head and looked at her. “My way, remember. And I do my best work in the kitchen.”
Her feet hit the floor again before she could blink. He pulled her arms over her head, capturing her wrists in one hand as he pushed her back against the door. “Look at me,” he demanded, then slid his free hand under the elastic of her pants and plunged his fingers into her.
She gave one choked cry—shock and pleasure colliding in a brutal assault on the system that had her hips jerking against him, matching his ruthless rhythm in primal response. Her vision narrowed, her breath shortened, and she came in an explosive gush.
She’d already been wet. He’d found her slick and ready, and that alone had been brutally arousing. But when her eyes went blind and she flooded into his hand, fists of vicious need pounded at his body. His breath was a snarl as he yanked the shirt over her head, fastened his mouth to her breast.
She was small and firm and tasted of peaches. He wanted to devour her, to feed until he was sated or dead. His murmurs of approval mixed with threats neither of them could comprehend. Her hands were raking through his hair, tugging at his wet shirt, those always competent fingers fumbling in their haste. Her very lack of control was another layer of arousal for him.
“More,” he muttered, dragging her pants over her hips. “I want more.” When his mouth raced down, she gripped his shoulders and sobbed.
“You can’t—I can’t. Oh, God. What are you doing to me?”
“I’m having you.”
Then his mouth was on her, teeth and tongue relentlessly driving her beyond sanity. Her head fell back against the humming refrigerator door as heat swamped her, as it sucked her down, as it coated her skin with sweat. The force of the climax struck her like a runaway train speeding through the tunnel where he held her trapped and helpless.
Her body went limp, her head lolling back when he lifted her. Nothing shocked her now, not even when he laid her on the kitchen table like a main course he had skillfully prepared for his own appetite.
He stripped off his shirt, his eyes never leaving hers. Bracing one foot on the edge of the table, he pulled off one sneaker, then the other, tossing them both aside. He unbuttoned his jeans, dragged the zipper down.
Her eyes were clearing. Good, he thought. He wanted to watch them go blind again. As he stripped off his jeans, he let his gaze wander over her. Rosy, damp skin, delicate curves, her hair tumbled against dark wood. She was beautiful, breathtaking. When he was sure he could form words, he would tell her. Now he mounted her, and feeling her tremble beneath him, smiled.
“Say, Take me, Brian.”
She had to concentrate on pulling in enough air to survive, then let it out on a moan as his thumbs brushed over her nipples.
“Say it.”
Mindlessly, she arched for him. “Take me, Brian. For God’s sake.”
He drove inside her in one fast, hard stroke, holding them both on the edge as he watched those mermaid eyes glaze. “Now, take me, Kirby.”
“Yes.” She lifted a hand to his face, wrapped her legs around him, and gloried in the fast, dark ride.
He was breathless when he collapsed on her, and for the first time in days both his body and his mind were relaxed. He could feel her still quivering lightly beneath him, the solid aftershocks of good, hard sex.
He rubbed his face in her hair, enjoying the scent of it. “That was just to whet the appetite.”
“Oh, my God.”
He chuckled, and pushing himself up, was delighted to see her smiling at him. “You tasted like peaches.”
“I’d just had a bubble bath before you came around to ravish me.”
“Good timing on my part.”
She reached up to brush the hair back from his face—a casually affectionate gesture that intrigued them both. “As it turned out, I suppose it was. You looked very dangerous and exciting when you walked in here.”
“I was feeling dangerous. We had a family scene at Sanctuary.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Not your problem. I could use that wine now.” He shifted, slid off the table, and went to the refrigerator.
Kirby allowed herself to enjoy the view. As a doctor she could give him high marks for keeping in shape. As his lover, she could be grateful for that long, hard body. “Wineglasses are in the second cabinet to the left,” she told him. “I’ll get a robe.”
“Don’t bother,” he said as she hitched herself off the table.
“I’m not going to stand around the kitchen naked.”
“Yes, you are.” He poured two generous glasses before his gaze slid in her direction, roamed over her. “And you won’t be standing for all that long, anyway.”
Amused, she arched a brow. “I won’t?”
“No.” He turned, handed her a glass, then tapped his against it. “I figure the counter there will put you at about the right height.”
She was grateful she’d yet to sip her wine. “The kitchen counter?”
“Yeah. Then there’s the floor.”
Kirby looked down at the shiny white linoleum her grandmother had been proud to have installed three years before. “The floor.”
“I figure we might make it to the bed—if you’re set on being traditional—in a couple, three hours.” He glanced at the clock on the stove. “Plenty of time. We don’t serve breakfast until eight.”
She didn’t know whether to laugh or gulp. “Awfully confident of your staying power, aren’t you?”
“Confident enough. How’s yours?”
The thrill of challenge made her smile. “I’ll match you, Brian—and more, I’ll make sure we live through it.” Her eyes laughed at his over the rim of her glass. “After all, I’m a doctor.”
“Well, then.” He set his glass aside. She squealed when he nipped her around the waist—then yelped when her butt hit the Formica. “Hey, it’s cold.”
“So’s this.” Brian dipped a finger into his wine, then let it drip onto her nipple. He bent forward, licked it delicately away. “We’ll just have to warm things up.”




 FIFTEEN
SAM supposed it was a bad sign when a man had to pump up his courage just to speak to his own son. And it was worse when you’d worked yourself up to it, then couldn’t find the boy.
The kitchen was empty, with no sign of coffee on the brew or biscuits on the rise. Sam stood there a moment, feeling outsized and awkward, as he always did in what he persisted in thinking of as a woman’s area.
He knew Brian habitually took a walk in the morning, but he also knew Brian just as habitually started the coffee and the biscuit or fancy bread dough first. In any case, Brian was usually back by this time. Another half hour, forty minutes, people would be wandering into the dining room and wanting their grits.
Just because Sam didn’t spend much time around the house, and as little as possible around the guests, didn’t mean he didn’t know what went on there.
Sam ran his cap around in his hands, hating the fact that worry was beginning to stir in his gut. He’d woken up on another morning and found a member of his family gone. No preparation then, either. No warning. Just no coffee brewing in the pot and no biscuit dough rising in the big blue bowl under a thick white cloth.
Had he driven the boy off? And would he have more years now to wonder if he was responsible for pushing another out of Sanctuary and away from himself?
He closed his eyes a moment until he could tuck that ugly guilt away. Damned if he’d hang himself for it. Brian was a full-grown man just as Annabelle had been a full-grown woman. The decisions they made were their own. He tugged his cap onto his head, started toward the door.
And felt twin trickles of relief and anxiety when he heard the whistling heading down the garden path.
Brian stopped whistling—and stopped walking—when he saw his father step through the door on the screened porch. He resented having his mood shoved so abruptly from light to dismal, resented having his last few moments of solitude interrupted.
Brian nodded briefly, then moved past Sam into the kitchen. Sam stood where he was for a minute, debating. It wasn’t hard for one man to spot when another had spent the night rolling around with a woman on hot, tangled sheets. Seeing that relaxed, satisfied look on his son’s face had made him feel foolish—and envious. And he thought of how much easier it would be all around for him to keep walking and just leave things where they lay.
With a grunt, he pulled off his cap again and went back inside.
“Need to have a word with you.”
Brian glanced over. He’d already donned a butcher’s apron and was pouring coffee beans into the grinder. “I’m busy here.”
Sam planted his feet. “I need a word with you just the same.”
“Then you’ll have to talk while I work.” Brian flicked the switch on the grinder and filled the kitchen with noise and scent. “I’m running a little behind this morning.”
“Uh-huh.” Sam twisted his cap in his hands and decided to wait until the grinder was finished rather than trying to talk over it. He watched Brian measure out coffee, measure out water, then set the big Bunn Omatic on to brew. “I, ah, was surprised you weren’t already in here at this.”
Brian took out a large bowl and began to gather the basics for his biscuits. “I don’t punch a time clock for anybody but myself.”
“No, no, you don’t.” He hadn’t meant it that way, and wished to God he knew how to talk to a man wearing an apron and scooping into flour and lard. “What I wanted to say was about yesterday—last night.”
Brian poured milk, eyeballing the amount. “I said all I had to say, and I don’t see the point in rehashing it.”
“So, you figure you can say your piece, but I’m not entitled to say mine.”
Brian snatched up a wooden spoon, cradled the bowl in his arm out of habit and began to beat. The dreamy afterglow of all-night sex had dulled to lead. “What I figure is you’ve had a lifetime to say yours, and I’ve got work to do.”
“You’re a hard man, Brian.”
“I learned by example.”
It was a neat and well-aimed little dart. Sam acknowledged it, accepted it. Then, weary of playing the supplicant, he tossed his cap aside. “You’ll listen to what I have to say, then we’ll be done with it.”
“Say it, then.” He dumped the dough on a floured board and plunged his hands into it to knead violently. “And let’s be done with it.”
“You were right.” Sam felt the click in his throat and swallowed it. “Everything you said was right, and true.”
Wrist-deep in biscuit dough, Brian turned his head and stared. “What?”
“And I respect you for having the courage to say it.”
“What?”
“You got flour in your ears?” Sam said impatiently. “I said you were right, and you were right to say it. How long does it take that goddamn contraption to make a goddamn cup of coffee?” he muttered, staring accusingly at the machine.
Slowly, Brian began to knead again, but he kept his eyes on Sam. “You could squeeze off a cup if you need one.”
“Well, I do.” He opened a cupboard door, then scowled at the glasses and stemware.
“Coffee cups and mugs haven’t been kept there for eight years,” Brian said mildly. “Two cupboards down to the left—right over the coffee beverage area.”
“Coffee beverage area,” Sam murmured. “Fancy names for fancy drinks when all a man wants is a cup of black coffee.”
“Our cappuccino and lattes are very popular.”
Sam knew what cappuccino was, right enough—or was mostly sure. But lattes baffled him. He grunted, then carefully slid the glass carafe out to pour coffee into his mug. He sipped, felt a little better, and sipped again. “It’s good coffee.”
“It’s all in the beans.”
“I guess grinding them fresh makes some difference.”
“All the difference in the world.” Brian dropped the dough in the bowl, covered it, then walked to the sink to wash up. “Now, I believe we have what could pass as an actual conversation for the first time in, oh, most of my life.”
“I haven’t done right by you.” Sam stared down into the rich black liquid in his mug. “I’m sorry.”
Brian stopped drying his hands and gaped. “What?”
“Damned if I’m going to keep repeating myself.” Sam jerked his head up, and his eyes were filled with frustration. “I’m giving you an apology, and you ought to be big enough to take it.”
Brian held up a hand before it all descended into an argument again. “You caught me off guard. Knocked me flat,” Brian corrected, and went to the refrigerator for breakfast meats and eggs. “Maybe I could accept it if I knew what you were apologizing for.”
“For not being there when you were twelve and getting pounded on. When you were fifteen and sicking up your first beer. When you were seventeen and too stupid to know how to make love to a girl without becoming a father.”
More than a little shaky, Brian took out a skillet. “Kate took me over to Savannah and bought me condoms.”
“She did not.” If the boy had slapped him over the head with the sausage meat, he’d have been less shocked. “Kate bought you rubbers?”
“She did.” Brian found himself smiling over the memory as he heated the skillet. “Lectured me up one side and down the other about responsibility and restraint, abstinence. Then she bought me a pack of Trojans and told me if I couldn’t control the urge, I’d do a damn sight better to wear protection.”
“Sweet Jesus.” The chuckle escaped as Sam leaned back on the counter. “I just can’t picture it.” Then he straightened, cleared his throat. “It should have been me telling you.”
“Yes, it should have been you.” As if the arrangement were vital, Brian set sausages in the skillet. “Why wasn’t it?”
“I didn’t have your mother telling me that I’d better go talk to that boy, something was on his mind. Or that Lexy had new dress shoes and wanted to show them off. I saw those things for myself, but I got used to her prodding me on them. Then when I didn’t have her, I let it all go.” He set the coffee down, shot his hands in his pockets. “I’m not used to explaining myself. I don’t like it.”
Brian took out another bowl, broke the first egg for pancake batter. “Your choice.”
“I loved her.” It seared his throat, and Sam was grateful that Brian continued to focus on his work. “It’s not easy for me to say that. Maybe I didn’t tell her enough—the feeling came a lot easier than the words. I needed her. Serious Sam, she’d call me, and wouldn’t let me stay that way for long. She loved being around new people, talking about everything under the sun. She loved this house, this island. And for a while, she loved me.”
Brian didn’t think he’d ever heard a longer speech from Sam Hathaway. Not wanting to break the flow, he poured the butter he’d melted into the bowl and said nothing.
“We had our problems. I’m not going to pretend we didn’t. But we always got through them. The night you were born ... Jesus, I was scared. Piss-yourself scared, but Belle wasn’t. It was all a big adventure to her. And when it was over and she had you cuddled right up in her arms and nursing, she laid back against the pillows, smiling. ‘Look what a beautiful baby we made ourselves, Sam. We’ll have to make lots more.’ A man’s got to love a woman like that,” Sam murmured. “He doesn’t even have a choice.”
“I didn’t think you did. Love her.”
“I did.” Sam picked up his coffee again. All the talk had dried out his throat. “It took me a lot of years of being without her to stop loving her. Maybe I did push her away, but I don’t know how. The not knowing ate at me bad for a lot of years.”
“I’m sorry.” He saw the flicker of surprise in his father’s eyes. “I didn’t think it mattered to you. I didn’t think any of it really mattered.”
“It mattered. But after a while you learn to live with what you’ve got.”
“And you had the island.”
“It was what I could depend on, what I could tend to. And it kept me from losing my mind.” He took a deep breath. “But a better man would have been around to hold his son’s head when he puked up too much Budweiser.”
“Löwenbräu.”
“Christ, an import? No wonder I don’t understand you.”
Sam sighed and took a long look at the man his son had become. A man who wore an apron to work and baked pies. A man, he corrected, with cool and steady eyes, and shoulders strong and broad enough to carry more than his own load.
“We’ve both had our say, and I don’t know as it’ll make any difference. But I’m glad we said it.” Sam held out a hand and hoped it was the right thing.
Jo walked in on the surprising tableau of her father and brother shaking hands in front of the stove. They both looked at her, identical flickers of embarrassment on their faces. Just then she was too damn tired and irritable to analyze it.
“Lex isn’t feeling well. I’ll be taking her breakfast shift.”
Brian grabbed a kitchen fork and hurriedly scooted the sausage around before it burned. “You’re going to wait tables?”
“That’s what I said.” She grabbed a short apron from a peg and tied it on.
“When’s the last time you waited tables?” Brian demanded.
“The last time I was here and you were short-staffed.”
“You’re a lousy waitress.”
“Well, I’m all you’ve got, pal. Lexy’s got a crying jag headache, and Kate’s heading over to the campground to straighten out the mess there. So live with it.”
Sam picked up his cap and edged toward the door. Dealing with his son was one thing, and that had been hard enough. He wasn’t about to take on a daughter in the same day. “I’ve got things to do,” he muttered and nearly winced when Jo shot him a killing look.
“Well, so do I, but I’m waiting tables because the two of you decided to go at each other and Kate and I had to spend half the damn night listening to Lexy cry and carry on. Now the two of you, I see, have shaken hands like real men, so everything’s fine and dandy. Where are the damn order pads?”
“Top drawer, under the cash register.” Out of the corner of his eye, Brian saw his father slip out the door. Typical, he thought grimly, and drained the sausage. “The computer’s new,” he told Jo. “You ever work a cash register computer?”
“Why the hell would I? I’m not a sales clerk, I’m not a waitress. I’m a goddamn photographer.”
Brian rubbed the back of his neck. It was going to be a long morning. “Go up and pour some aspirin down Lexy’s throat and get her down here.”
“You want her, you get her. I’ve had more than my fill of Lexy and her drama queen routine. She was wallowing in it.” Jo slapped the pad down on the counter and stalked to the coffeepot. “Center of attention, as always.”
“She was upset.”
“Maybe she was, until she began to enjoy the role, but it wasn’t my fault. And I’m the one who was stuck with her. It was after two before Kate and I got her calmed down and out of my room. Now she’s the one who claims to have a headache.” Jo rubbed hard at the center of her forehead. “Any aspirin down here?”
Brian took a bottle from a cupboard and set it on the counter. “Take the pot in and make the first rounds. Blueberry pancakes are the special. If you have to scowl, scowl in here. Out there you smile. Tell the customers your name and pretend you can be personable. It should offset the slow service.”
“Kiss my ass,” she snarled but grabbed the pot and the pad and swung through the door.
It didn’t get any better.
Brian was slicing a grapefruit and grinding his teeth at the two orders that had been sitting under the warming light for a full five minutes. Another two, he thought, and he’d have to dump them and start again.
Where the hell was Jo?
“Busy morning.” Nathan breezed in the back door. “I got a glimpse of the dining room through the windows. Looks like a pretty full house.”
“Sunday morning.” Brian flipped what he thought must have been the millionth pancake of the day. “People like a big breakfast on Sundays.”
“Me, too.” Nathan grinned at the grill. “Blueberry pancakes sound perfect.”
“Get in line. Goddamn it, what’s she doing out there, building the pyramids? You know computers?”
“I’m the proud owner of three. Why?”
“You’re now manning the cash register.” Brian jerked a thumb behind him. “Go over there and figure it out. I can’t keep stopping what I’m doing to fix it every time she fucks up a bill.”
“You want me to work the cash register?”
“You want to eat?”
“Why don’t I work the cash register?” Nathan decided, and walked over to study it.
Jo rushed in, her face pink and harassed, her arms loaded down with dishes. “She had to know. She had to know what it would be like today. I’m going to kill her if I live through this. What the hell are you doing here?” she shot at Nathan.
“Apparently I’ve been put on the payroll.” He eyed her as she dumped the dishes in the sink and grabbed the waiting orders. “You look real cute today, Jo Ellen.”
“Bite me,” she muttered and shouldered out the door.
“I imagine she’s been just that pleasant to the customers.”
“Don’t spoil my fantasy,” Nathan told him. “I like to believe she saves those ass kicks just for me.”
“Going to push her in the river again?”
“She slipped. And I’ve got something ... else in mind for me and Jo.”
Brian scrubbed a hand over his face. “I don’t want to hear about it. I don’t want that particular image in my head either.”
“I just figured you should know what direction I’m planning to take.” To illustrate, Nathan grabbed her when she swung back through the door. Hauling her against him, he kissed her scowling and surprised mouth.
“Are you crazy?” She shoved an elbow in his gut to free herself, then pushed orders and cash and credit cards into his hands. “Here, figure it out.” She darted over to snag a fresh pot of coffee and tossed scribbled orders on the counter. “Two specials, eggs, scrambled, side of bacon, whole wheat toast. One I don’t remember, but it’s written down there, and we’re running low on biscuits and cream. And if that monster kid at table three spills his juice one more time, I’m going to strangle him and his idiot parents.”
Nathan grinned as she stalked out again. “Bri, I think it could be love.”
“More likely insanity. Now keep your hands off my sister and ring up those orders or I’m not feeding you.”


AT ten-thirty, Jo staggered into her room and fell facedown on the bed. Everything hurt. Her back, her feet, her head, her shoulders. Nobody, she thought, nobody who hadn’t been there could possibly know how hard waitressing was. She’d hiked up mountains, waded through rivers, spent sweltering days in the desert—and would do so again for the right shot.
But she would slit her wrists with a smile on her face if she ever had to wait another table.
And she hated having to admit that Lexy not only wasn’t a lazy malingerer, but she made the job look easy.
Still, if it hadn’t been for Lexy, Jo wouldn’t have missed that glorious, watery, after-the-rain light that morning. She wouldn’t be gritty-eyed from three hours’ sleep. And her feet wouldn’t be screaming.
She set her teeth when she felt the mattress give under someone’s weight. “Get out, Lexy, or I might find the energy to kill you.”
“Don’t bother. She’s not here.”
She turned her head, narrowed her eyes at Nathan. “What are you doing here?”
“You keep asking me that.” He reached out to tuck her hair behind her ear and clear his view of her face. “Right now, I’m checking on you. Tough morning, huh?”
She groaned, closed her eyes. “Go away.”
“Ten seconds into the foot rub and you’re going to beg me to stay.”
“Foot rub?”
She pulled her leg back, but he closed his fingers around her ankle, holding it steady as he pried off her shoe. “Ten, nine, eight ...”
And when he ran the heel of his hand firmly up her arch, sheer pleasure shivered through her system and made her groan.
“See, I told you. Just relax. Happy feet are the key to the universe.”
“Galileo?”
“Carl Sagan,” he said with a grin. “Did you get anything to eat down there?”
“If I so much as look at another pancake, I’ll throw up.”
“I thought not. I brought you something else.”
She blinked one eye open. “What?”
“Hmm. You’ve got very attractive feet. Long, narrow, an elegantly high instep. One of these days I’m going to start nibbling on them and work my way up. Oh, you meant what did I bring you to eat.” He pressed his fingers against the ball of her foot, worked them down to the heel. “Strawberries and cream, one of Brian’s miraculous biscuits with homemade jam, and some bacon for protein.”
“Why?”
“Because you need to eat.” He glanced back at her. “Or did you mean why am I going to nibble on your feet?”
“Never mind.”
“Okay. Why don’t you roll over, sit up, and eat? Then I can do this right.”
She started to say she wasn’t hungry—an automatic response. But she remembered Kirby’s orders to eat. And the idea of strawberries had some appeal. She sat up, trying not to feel foolish when Nathan settled down cross-legged with her foot cradled in his lap. She took the bowl of strawberries and picked one out with her fingers.
She studied him in silence a moment. He hadn’t bothered to shave that morning, and his hair was in need of a trim. But the just a bit unkempt style suited him, as did the gold the island sun was teasing out of his thick brown hair.
“You don’t have to go to all this trouble,” she told him. “I’m thinking about sleeping with you.”
“Well, that’s a load off my mind.”
She took a bite of a strawberry, and the taste was so sweet and unexpectedly bright, she smiled. “I guess I’m a little out of sorts this morning.”
“Are you?” He gripped her toes, worked them gently back and forth. “I hadn’t noticed.”
“Which is your sly Yankee way of saying I’m always bitchy.”
“Not always. And I think the word I’d have chosen would have been ‘troubled.’ ”
“A Hathaway legacy.” Because the strawberries had stirred an appetite, she picked up a slice of bacon and bit in. “We had a family brawl last night, which was why Lexy was in bed with her head under the covers and I was waiting tables.”
“Do you always pick up the slack?”
Surprised, she shook her head. “No, I wouldn’t say I pick up much of anything. I’m rarely here.”
“And when you are, you’re waiting tables, changing linen, scrubbing toilets.”
“How did you hear about that?”
Her voice had gone sharp, puzzling him. “You told me. You were on housecleaning detail here at the inn.”
“Oh, that.” Feeling foolish, she reached for the biscuit, broke it in half.
“What else?”
“Nothing.” She jerked a shoulder. “Just some kids playing a prank a couple of days ago. They locked me in the men’s showers over at the campground. I got a little freaked.”
“That’s not funny.”
“No, at the time I didn’t find it amusing.”
“Did you catch them?”
“No, they were long gone by the time my father came along and got me out. It wasn’t a big deal, just annoying.”
“So we can add cleaning the men’s showers to the list of slack you don’t pick up. And in between all that, you’re putting a photography book together and finding time to work on new pictures. What about fun?”
“Photography is fun for me.” When he only lifted a brow, she sampled another strawberry. “I went to the bonfire.”
“And stayed till nearly midnight. You wild woman.”
The line formed between her brows. “I’m not much on parties.”
“What are you much on besides photography? Books, movies, art, music? This is called the science of getting to know each other,” he told her when she said nothing. “It’s very handy, especially when one person is thinking about sleeping with the other.” He leaned forward, amused when she edged back. “Are you going to share any of those strawberries?”
Jo ordered her pulse to level, and because he was still rubbing her feet, fed him a berry.
He caught the tips of her fingers in his teeth, sucked them in as well. Smiling slowly, he released them. “That’s subliminal sensory stimulation. Or what’s more commonly known as I’m coming on to you.”
“I think I got that.”
“Good. Now, movies?”
She tried to think if there was another man who had ever disconcerted her so easily or so often. The answer was a solid no. “I lean to the old black-and-white, especially film noir. The cinematography, the light and shadows are so incredible.”
“The Maltese Falcon?”
“The best of the best.”
“Look at that.” He patted her foot. “Common ground. What about contemporary stuff?”
“There I head for straight action. Art films rarely grab me. I’d rather see Schwarzenegger mow down fifty bad guys than listen to a handful of people expressing their angst in a foreign language.”
“This is a big relief for me. We could never have settled down to raise five children and golden retrievers if I’d had to face art films.”
It made her laugh, a low, smoky sound he found ridiculously arousing. “If those are my choices, I may reconsider subtitles.”
“Your favorite city, anywhere.”
“Florence,” she said before she’d known it was true. “That bright wash of sunlight, the colors.”
“The buildings. The age and grandeur of them. The Pitti Palace, the Palazzo Vecchio.”
“I have a wonderful shot of the Pitti, just before sunset.”
“I’d love to see it.”
“I didn’t bring it with me,” she said absently, remembering the moment, the slant of light, the quick whoosh of air and noise as a flock of pigeons rose in a wave. “It’s back in Charlotte.”
“I can wait.” Before she had a chance to react, he squeezed her foot. “So, when you’ve finished breakfast, how about taking me on a real tour of the island?”
“It’s Sunday.”
“Yeah, I heard a rumor about that.”
“No, I mean that’s turnover day. Most of the cottages turn over on Sunday. They have to be cleaned and resupplied for incoming guests by three.”
“More housekeeping. What the hell did they do when you weren’t here?”
“Kate lost the two girls she had on cottage duty the week before I got here. They took jobs on the mainland. And since I’m here, and so’s Lexy, she hasn’t bothered to replace them yet.”
“How many are on your list?”
“Six.”
He considered, nodded, rose. “Well, then, we’d better get started.”
“We?”
“Sure. I can handle a vacuum cleaner and a mop. And this way you’ll get done faster and we’ll have time to find the least occupied spot on the beach and neck for a while.”
She shifted, slid her feet—her incredibly happy feet, she had to admit—into her shoes. “Maybe I know a couple of spots—if you’re as handy with a vacuum cleaner as you are with reflexology.”
“Jo Ellen.” He put his hands on her hips in a gesture she found shockingly intimate. “There’s something you should know.”
He was still married. He was under federal indictment. He preferred bondage to straight sex. She let out a little breath, amazed at herself. She hadn’t been aware she possessed that much imagination. “What is it?”
“I’m thinking about sleeping with you too.”
She snorted a laugh, backed up. “Nathan, that’s been a load on my mind since you found your way back to Desire.”


HE was so happy to be back, to be so close to her. Just watching her brought him that quick zing of anticipation for what was to come. In his own good time.
He thought he might prolong it. After all, he’d planned carefully and money was no problem. He had all the time in the world. It would be even more satisfying to lull her into complacency, to watch her relax, bit by bit. Then he would yank her back, a brisk tug on the chain she wasn’t aware linked them.
She’d be afraid. She’d be confused. She would be all the more vulnerable because of the calm he’d provided before he rearranged the composition.
Yes, he could wait. He could enjoy the sun and the surf and before long he would know every minute of her routine. Just the way he’d known her habits in Charlotte.
He would let her drift along, maybe even fall in love a little. And what delicious irony that was.
All the while she would have no idea that he was there to control her fate, to grasp his own destiny. And to take her life.




 SIXTEEN
“I DON’T see why you can’t take one day off, just one, and spend some time with me.”
Giff put his nail gun down, sat back on his heels, and studied Lexy’s sulky face. It was one of those wicked whims of nature, he supposed, that made that pouty look so damned appealing to a man. “Honey, I told you this was going to be a busy week for me. And it’s only Tuesday.”
“What difference does it make what day it is?” She threw her hands up in the air. “Every day around here is the same as the other.”
“Well, I’ll tell you what difference it makes to me.” He skimmed a hand over the edge of the decking he’d completed. “I told Miss Kate that I’d have this porch addition finished and screened in by Saturday.”
“So you’ll have it done by Sunday.”
“I told her Saturday.” That, to Giff, said everything. But since it was Lexy he was talking to, he worked up the patience to spell out the rest. “The cottage is booked for next week. Since she needs Colin at the campground full-time right now, and Jed’s got this week of school to finish before the summer break, I’ve got to see to it on my own.”
She didn’t care about the damn porch. The floor was nearly finished anyway. How long could it take to put a silly roof on it and screen it in? “Just a day, Giff.” She crouched down next to him, letting all her charm slide into her voice as she kissed his cheek. “Just a few hours. We can take your boat over to the mainland. Have a nice lunch in Savannah.”
“Lex, I just can’t spare the time. Now if I can get this done, we can go next Saturday. I can juggle some things around, and we can take the whole weekend if you want.”
“I don’t want to go Saturday.” Her voice lost its purr and edged toward mulish. “I want to go now.”
Giff had a five-year-old cousin who was just as insistent on having her way and having it now. But he didn’t think Lexy would appreciate the comparison. “I can’t go now,” he said patiently. “You can take the boat if you’re so antsy to get gone. Go do some shopping.”
“By myself?”
“Take your sister, take a friend.”
“I can’t think of anyone I less want to spend the day with than Jo. And I don’t have any friends. Ginny’s gone.”
He didn’t need to see the tears flood her eyes to know that was the root of the problem and the greatest source of her newest discontent. There was nothing he could do about it, just as there was nothing he could do about the raw spot in his own heart since Ginny’s disappearance.
“If you want me to go, you have to wait till Saturday. I’ll get the weekend clear. We can book a hotel room, and I’ll take you out for a fancy dinner.”
“You don’t understand anything!” She thumped a fist on his shoulder as she sprang to her feet. “Saturday’s not today, and I’ll go crazy if I don’t get away from here. Why won’t you make time for me? Why won’t you just make time?”
“I’m doing my best.” Even his patience could wear thin. Giff picked up the nail gun and shot a bolt home.
“You can’t even stop work and pay attention for five minutes. You just shuffle me in between jobs. And now a stupid porch is more important than being with me.”
“I gave my word on the porch.” He rose and, hefting a new board, laid it across the sawhorse to measure. “I keep my word, Lexy. You still want to go to Savannah on the weekend, I’ll take you. That’s the best I can do.”
“It’s not good enough.” She jerked her chin up. “And I’m sure I won’t have any trouble finding someone who’d be happy to take me today.”
He scraped his pencil over the board to make his mark, then looked up at her with cool, narrowed eyes. He recognized the threat, and the very real possibility that she’d make good on it. “No, you won’t,” he said in calm, measured tones. “And that will be up to you.”
It was like a slap. She’d expected him to rage, to have a jealous fit and tell her exactly what he’d do if she looked at another man. Then they could have had a loud, satisfying fight before she’d let him drag her into the empty house for make-up sex.
Then she would have convinced him to take her to Savannah.
The scene she’d already staged in her head dissolved. Because she wanted to cry, she tossed her head and turned away. “Fine then, you go right on and build your porch and I’ll do what I have to do.”
Giff said nothing as she stalked down the temporary steps. He had to wait until his vision cleared of blind rage before he picked up the skill saw. Temper could cost dearly, he knew, and he didn’t want it to cost him a finger. He was going to need all of them, he thought, if she followed through.
It would take four fingers to make the fist he was going to plow into some guy’s face.
Lexy heard the saw buzz and gritted her teeth. Selfish bastard, that’s all he was. He certainly didn’t care about her. She walked fast across the sand, her eyes stinging, her breath short. No one cared about her. No one understood her. Even Ginny ...
She had to stop a moment as the muscles in her stomach seized. Ginny had left. Just gone away. Everyone she let herself care about left her, one way or another. She never mattered enough to make them stay.
At first she’d been sure something terrible had happened to Ginny. She’d gotten herself kidnapped, or she’d stumbled half drunk into a pond and been eaten by a gator.
That was ridiculous, of course. It had taken her days, but Lexy had resigned herself to the fact that she’d been left behind again. Because no one stayed, no matter how much you needed them to.
But this time ... She shot a defiant look over her shoulder at the cottage where Giff was working. This time she’d do the leaving first.
She headed for the line of trees. The sun was too hot on her skin, the sand too gritty in her sandals. At that moment she hated Desire and everything on it with a wild and vicious passion. She hated the people who came and expected her to serve them and clean up after them. She hated her family for thinking of her as an irresponsible dreamer. She hated the beach with its blinding white sun and endless lapping waves. And the forest with its pockets of dim shadows and screaming silence.
And most of all she hated Giff because she’d been thinking about falling in love with him.
She wouldn’t now. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. Instead, she thought, as she left sun for shade, she would set her sights on someone else and make Giff suffer.
When she caught sight of Little Desire Cottage, and the figure sitting on the screened porch, she smiled slowly. She didn’t know why she hadn’t thought of it before. Of him before.
Nathan Delaney. He was perfect. He was successful, sophisticated, educated. He’d been places and done things. He was gorgeous to look at—gorgeous enough that even Jo had taken notice.
She’d bet Nathan Delaney knew how to treat a woman.
Lexy opened the little red bag she wore strapped across her body. After popping a cherry Lifesaver in her mouth to sweeten her breath, she took out her compact, carefully dusted her nose and brow. Her color was up, so her cheeks needed no blusher, but she methodically painted her mouth a young, inviting red. She spritzed on some Joy and fluffed back her hair while calculating exactly how to play the scene.
She wandered closer to the cottage, then looked up with a friendly smile. “Why, hello there, Nathan.”
He’d brought his computer out on the picnic table on the porch to enjoy the breeze while he worked. The design he was tinkering with was nearly perfected. At the interruption, he looked up distractedly. And realized his neck had stiffened up again.
“Hello, Lexy.” He rubbed at the ache.
“Don’t tell me you’re working on such a beautiful morning.”
“Just fiddling with final details.”
“Why, is that one of those little computers? How in the world do you draw whole buildings on that?”
“Painstakingly.”
She laughed and, cocking her head, skimmed a finger down her throat. “Oh, now I’ve interrupted you, and you probably wish I’d scoot.”
“Not at all. It gives me an excuse to take a break.”
“Really? Would you just hate me if I asked to come up and take a peek? Or are you temperamental and don’t like to show your work in progress?”
“My work’s just the beginning of progress, so it’s tough to be temperamental about it. Sure, come on up.”
He glanced at his watch as she turned to go to the steps. He really wanted a couple of hours more to refine the plans. And he had a date at one. A drive up to the north end of the island, a picnic lunch. And some more time to get to know Jo Ellen Hathaway.
Still, he smiled at Lexy—it was impossible not to. She was pretty as a picture, smelled fresher than the spring breeze teasing through the screens. And the short white skirt she wore hinted that she had legs approximately up to her ears.
“Want something cold?”
“Mmm, I’ll just have a sip of yours, okay?” She picked up the large insulated glass on the table and sipped slowly. “Iced coffee. Perfect.” She detested iced coffee and had never understood why people chilled a perfectly nice hot drink.
She ran her tongue over her top lip and sat companionably beside him. Not too close. A woman didn’t want to be obvious. She glanced at the monitor and was so surprised by the complex and detailed floor plan that she nearly forgot the point of the visit.
“Why, isn’t that fantastic? How in the world do you do all that with a computer? I thought architects used pencils and slide rules and calculators.”
“Not as much as we used to. CAD makes our lives easier. Computer-assisted drawing,” he explained. “You can take out walls, change angles and pitch, widen doorways, lengthen rooms, then change your mind and put it all back the way it was. And you don’t wear out erasers.”
“It’s just amazing. Is this going to be someone’s house?”
“Eventually. A vacation home on the west coast of Mexico.”
“A villa.” Images of hot music, exotic flowers, and white-suited servants popped into her mind. “Bri’s been to Mexico. I’ve never been anywhere.” She slanted him a look under her lashes. “You’ve been all over the world, haven’t you?”
“I wouldn’t say all over, but here and there.” A little alarm bell rang in his brain, but he ignored it as foolish and egocentric. “Wonderful cliffs on the west coast, great vistas. This place will look out over the Pacific.”
“I’ve never seen the Pacific Ocean.”
“It can be wild down this way. This area here”—he tapped the monitor—“it’ll be the solarium. Arched glass, sides and roof—motorized roof. They’ll be able to open it for parties or whatever when the weather’s right. The pool goes there. We’re keeping it free-form and building up the west side with native rock and flora. Small waterfall trickling down here. It’ll look like a lagoon.”
“A swimming pool, right inside the house.” She gave a long, wistful sigh. “Isn’t that something. They must be millionaires.”
“And then some.”
She filled her eyes with dreamy admiration and stared deeply into his. “You must be the very best, then. So important. So successful. Designing Mexican villas for millionaires.” She laid her hand on his thigh. “I can’t even imagine what it would be like, being able to build such beautiful things.”
Uh-oh. The second alarm bell was louder and impossible to ignore. He considered himself a fairly intelligent man. An intelligent man knew when a woman was hitting on him. “A lot of people work on a project like this. Engineers, landscapers, contractors.”
Wasn’t he sweet? she thought, and slid a little closer. “But without you, they wouldn’t have anything to work on. You’re the one who makes it happen, Nathan.”
Retreat was often the intelligent man’s choice, Nathan decided. He shifted, managed to put the best part of an inch between them. “Not if I don’t get these plans done.” He gave her a quick smile that he hoped wasn’t as nervous as it felt. “And I’m running a bit behind on them, so—”
“They look wonderful.” Her hand trailed up a little higher on his thigh. Intelligent or not, he was also human. His body reacted as nature dictated.
“Listen, Lexy—”
“I’m just so impressed.” She leaned in, inviting. “I’d just love to see more.” Her breath fluttered out onto his lips. “Lots more.” Deciding he was either too much of a gentleman—or too blockheaded—to make the next move, she pressed her mouth to his and wound her arms around his neck.
It took him a minute. She was warm and tasty, and most of the blood had drained out of his head, making it difficult to think rationally. But he managed to take hold of her wrists, unwind her, and ease away.
“You know ...” He found it necessary to clear his throat. “You know, Lexy, you’re a very appealing woman. I’m flattered.”
“Good.” Her pulse picked up a little. The image of Giff’s face, enraged with jealousy, slipped into her mind and the pulse picked up a bit more. “Then why don’t we go inside for a little while?”
“There’s this other thing.” He drew her arms down, kept his hands firmly over hers. “I really like my face the way it is. I’ve gotten used to it. Hardly ever cut myself shaving anymore.”
“I like it too. It’s a wonderful face.”
“I appreciate that. And I don’t want Giff to feel obliged to try to remodel it for me.”
“Oh, what do I care about Giff?” She gave a careless toss of her head. “He doesn’t own me.”
The edge that came into her voice, and the sulky heat in her eyes amused him, and told him that a lovers’ spat was certainly at the root of this current attempt at seduction. “Have a fight, did you?”
“I don’t want to talk about Giff. Why don’t you kiss me again, Nathan? You know you want to.”
Part of him did, a very primal part that was just a little too close to the surface right then. “Okay, we won’t talk about Giff. We’ll talk about Jo.”
“She doesn’t own me either.”
“No. I’m . . .” He wasn’t quite sure how to put it. “Interested in her,” he decided.
“I think you’re interested in me.” To prove it, she freed a hand and made a beeline for his crotch.
Managing not to yelp, he caught her hand firmly. “Cut that out.” His voice took on a lecturing tone that would have made any mother proud. “You’re worth more than this, Lexy. A hell of a lot more.”
“Why would you want Jo more than me? She’s cold and bossy and—”
“Stop it.” He gave her captured hands one quick, hard squeeze. “I don’t want to hear you talk about her that way. I care about her. And so do you.”
“You don’t know what I care about. Nobody does.”
Because her voice had cracked at the end, he felt suddenly and pitifully sorry for her. Gently he lifted her hands, and when he kissed them had her blinking in surprise. “Maybe that’s because you haven’t really made up your mind yourself yet.” Hoping it was safe, he released one of her hands to brush the hair back from her face. “I like you, Lexy. I really do. That’s another reason I’m not taking you up on your very tempting offer.”
Shame washed over her, rushing hot to her cheeks. “I made a fool of myself.”
“No. I damn near did, though.” Steadier at last, he eased back, reached for his now tepid coffee to cool his throat. “Most likely you’d have changed your mind somewhere along the way. Then where would I be?”
She sniffled. “Maybe I wouldn’t have. Sex is easy. It’s the rest that messes things up.”
“Tell me about it.” When he offered her the coffee, she managed to smile and shake her head.
“I hate iced coffee. I only drank it to seduce you.”
“Nice touch. You want to tell me about your fight with Giff?”
“Doesn’t matter.” Misery settled over her so heavily she rose and paced, hoping to shake it off. “He doesn’t care about me, doesn’t care what I do or who I’m with. He couldn’t even spare an hour of his precious time for me today.”
“Sweetheart, he’s crazy about you.”
She let out a quick laugh. “Being crazy about somebody’s easy too.”
“Not always. Not when you’re trying to make it all work.”
Lips pursed, she looked back at him. “Do you really have feelings for Jo?”
“Apparently.”
“She’s not easy about anything.”
“I’m finding that out.”
“Are you sleeping with her?”
“Lexy—”
“Not yet,” she decided and her lips curved. “And it’s making you twitchy.” She came back, sat on the edge of the table. “Want some tips?”
“I don’t think it’s appropriate for us to discuss ...” He trailed off, then simply abandoned dignity. “What kind of tips?”
“She likes to be in charge, in control of things, you know? It’s how she works, how she lives. And always, she keeps that little space, that maneuvering room between herself and someone else.”
He found himself smiling again, and liking Alexa Hathaway even more. “She’d never guess how well you know her.”
“Most people underestimate me,” Lexy said with a shrug. “And mostly I let them. But I figure you did me a good turn today, so I’ll do you a good turn back. Don’t let her maneuver too much. When the time comes, you sweep her away, Nathan. I don’t think anybody’s ever swept Jo Ellen away, and it’s just what she needs.”
She gave him a long, measuring, and very female look, then smirked. “I figure you can handle that part just fine. And I also figure you’re smart enough not to tell her what went on around here.”
“Not in this lifetime.”
Then the sassy look faded. “Find out what’s wrong with her, Nathan.”
“Wrong?”
“Something’s eating at her, and whatever it is, she came here to get away from it. But she isn’t getting away from it. The first week or so she was here, she’d cry in her sleep, or pace the floor half the night. And now and then there’s a look in her eye, like she’s afraid. Jo’s never afraid.”
“Have you talked to her?”
“Me?” She laughed again. “Jo wouldn’t talk to me about anything important. I’m the silly little sister.”
“There’s nothing silly about you, Lexy. And I, for one, don’t underestimate you.”
Touched, she leaned over and kissed him. “I guess that makes us friends.”
“I’d like to think so. Giff’s a very lucky man.”
“Only if I decide to give him a second chance.” She tossed her head and rose. “Maybe I will—after he crawls some and begs a lot.”
“As a friend, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention this to Giff either. He’d feel really bad about pounding me.”
“Oh, I won’t name names.” She sauntered to the door, glanced back. “But I think you’d handle yourself, Nathan. I do believe you’d handle yourself just fine. ’Bye now.”
Alone, Nathan rubbed his eyes, his heart, then his stomach. Handling that one, he thought, would be a real challenge. And he wished Giff the very best of luck.


JO was just loading the picnic hamper when Lexy strolled into the kitchen. Her camera bag sat on the counter, carefully packed. Her tripod leaned against it.
“Going on a picnic?” Lexy asked airily.
“I want to shoot some pictures on the north end, thought I’d make an afternoon of it.”
“All by yourself?”
“No.” Jo tucked the wine she’d decided on into the basket. “Nathan’s going along.”
“Nathan?” Lexy hitched herself up on the counter to sit, chose a glossy green apple out of the stoneware fruit bowl. “Why, isn’t that a coincidence.” Smiling, Lexy polished the apple on her blouse, just between her breasts.
“Is it?”
“I just came from his place.”
“Oh?” Though her back went stiff, Jo managed to keep her tone casual.
“Mmm-hmm.” Enjoying dancing on the edge, and leading her sister to it, Lexy bit into the apple. “I was passing by the cottage, and there he was, sitting out on the screened porch having some iced coffee. He invited me up.”
“You don’t like iced coffee.”
Lexy tucked her tongue in her cheek. “Tastes do change. He showed me some floor plans he’s working on. A Mexican villa.”
“I wouldn’t think you’d be interested in floor plans.”
“Oh, I’m interested in all kinds of things.” The devil in her eyes, Lexy took another crunchy bite of apple. “Especially good-looking men. That one’s prime beef.”
“I’m sure he’d be flattered you think so,” Jo said dryly and slapped the lid down on the hamper. “I thought you were going to see Giff.”
“I saw him too.”
“You’ve been busy.” Jo hefted the hamper, slung her camera bag over her shoulder. “I’ve got to get going or I’ll lose the light.”
“Toddle on along then and have a nice picnic. Oh, and Jo? Give Nathan my best, won’t you?”
When the door slammed, Lexy wrapped an arm around her stomach and howled with laughter. Another tip, Nathan, she thought—rile up that green-eyed monster a bit, then reap the rewards.


SHE wasn’t going to mention it. She would absolutely not lower herself to bring it up in even the most casual manner. Jo shifted her tripod, then bent to look through the viewfinder to perfect the angle she wanted.
The sea beat more violently here, whipping and lashing at the rough beach below the jutting bluff. Gulls wheeled and screamed, white wings slashing across the sky.
Heat and humidity were soaring, making the air shimmer.
The south wall of the old monastery was still standing. The lintel over the narrow doorway had held. Through it, light and shadow tangled and wild vines flourished. She wanted that abandoned look—the tufts of high grass, the hillocks of sand the wind built, then destroyed.
She wanted no movement and had to wait, judge the instants of stillness between gusts of wind. A broad depth of field, she thought, everything in sharp focus—the textures of the stone, the vines, the sand, all the varying shades of gray.
To accomplish it, she had to stop down, decreasing the aperture, slowing the shutter speed. Tilting her lens slightly more toward horizontal, she framed in, careful to block out the ruin of the remaining walls. She wanted it to look as though the building could be whole, yet was still empty and deserted.
Alone.
She took her shots, then carried tripod and camera to the east corner. The texture was excellent there, the pits and scars that wind and sand and time had dug into the stones. This time she used the tumbled walls, capturing desolation and loss.
When she heard a quiet click, she straightened. Nathan stood just to her left, lowering his camera.
“What are you doing?”
“Taking your picture.” He’d managed three before she caught him at it. “You had a nice intense look about you.”
Her stomach shuddered. Pictures of her, without her being aware. But she forced her lips to curve. “Here, let me have the camera. I’ll take yours.”
“Better—set the timer on yours and take both of us. In front of the ruins.”
“This type of view camera, this light, they aren’t made for portraits.”
“So, we won’t mat it for your next show. It doesn’t have to be perfect, Jo.” He set his camera down. “It just has to be us.”
“If I had a diffuser ...” Turning her head, she squinted into the sun, then, muttering, changed the camera’s viewpoint to cut back on shadows, calculated the aperture, adjusted shutter speed. She shrugged her shoulders.
“Jo.” It was a struggle not to laugh. “Think of it as a snapshot.”
“I will not. Go stand to the left of the opening in the front wall. About two feet over.”
She waited until he’d walked to the spot she’d pointed out. Through the viewfinder she watched him grin at her. She could do so much better, she thought, if she had some control, had the necessary equipment to manipulate the light and shadows. She’d have been able to highlight his windblown hair, bring out all those different shades of light and dark.
The light was hard, she decided. It should have been softer, just a little romantic to show off those wonderful eyes, that strong bone structure. With a reflector, some backfill, a diffuser, she could have made this shot sing.
God, he was attractive. Standing against that worn and pitted stone, he looked so strong and alive. So male and capable. So sexy with that plain gray T-shirt over a broad chest, those faded and worn jeans snug over narrow hips.
“I see why you don’t do portraits as a rule.”
She blinked, straightened. “What?”
“Your model would lapse into a coma waiting for you to set the shot.” Smiling, he stretched out his arm, giving her a come-ahead curl with his fingers. “It doesn’t have to be art.”
“It always has to be art,” she corrected. She fussed for another moment, then set the timer and went to stand beside him. “Ten seconds. Hey!”
He shifted, pulled her in front of him and wrapped his arms around her waist. “I like this pose. Relax and smile.”
She did, leaning back against him as the shutter clicked. When she started to move, he nuzzled her hair.
“I still like this pose.” He turned her around, arms sliding and continuing to circle as he lowered his mouth to hers. “And this one even more.”
“I have to put my equipment away.”
“Okay.” He simply moved his mouth from hers and skimmed it down her throat.
Nerves and desire did a pitch and roll inside her. “I—the light’s changed. It’s not right anymore.” Because her knees were going to shake, she drew back. “I didn’t mean to take so long.”
“It’s all right. I liked watching you work. I’ll help you stow your gear.”
“No, I’ll do it. I get edgy when anyone fools with my equipment.”
“Then I’ll open the wine.”
“Yeah, that’d be nice.” She walked back to her tripod, easing out a long, quiet breath. She was going to have to make up her mind, and very soon, she thought, as to whether she was going to advance or retreat.
She unhooked her camera, carefully packed it away. “Lexy said she’d been with you this morning.”
“What?” He could only hope the pop of the cork masked part of the shock in his voice.
“She said she went by your cottage.” Jo was already cursing herself for bringing it up, and kept her eyes firmly on her work.
Nathan cleared his throat and suddenly wanted a glass of wine very badly. “Ah, yeah, she did. For a minute. Why?”
“No reason.” Jo collapsed the tripod. “She said you’d shown her some plans you were working on.”
Maybe he’d underestimated Lexy after all, he mused, and poured two hefty portions of wine. “The Mexico job. I was doing some fine-tuning on it when she . . . dropped in.”
Jo carried her equipment over, stacked it neatly at the far edge of the blanket he’d spread over the ground. “You sound a little nervous, Nathan.”
“No, just hungry.” He handed her the wine, took a deep gulp of his own before sitting down and diving into the basket. “So, what do you have to eat?”
Jo’s muscles tensed. “Did something happen with Lexy?”
“Something? Happen?” Nathan pulled out a plastic container of cold fried chicken. “I don’t know what you mean.”
Her eyes narrowed at the all-too-innocent look on his face. “Oh, don’t you?”
“What are you thinking?” When you didn’t want to defend, he decided, attack. “You think I ... with your sister?” Insult coated his voice, all the more effective from the desperation that pushed it there.
“She’s a beautiful woman.” Jo slapped a covered bowl of sliced fruit down on the blanket.
“She certainly is, so of course that means I jumped her at the first opportunity. What the hell kind of man do you take me for?” Temper snapped out, some of it real and, Nathan felt, all of it justified. “I go after one sister in the morning and switch to the other for the afternoon? Maybe I’ll give your cousin Kate a roll before nightfall and make my points off the whole family.”
“I didn’t mean—I was only asking—”
“Just what were you asking?”
“I . . .” His eyes were dark and hot, fury streaking out of them. The jitter of alarm came first, which surprised her, then it was smothered quickly by self-disgust. “Nothing. I’m sorry. She was baiting me.” Annoyed with herself, Jo dragged a hand through her hair. “I knew she was baiting me. She knew I was coming up here with you, and that I’ve been seeing you, more or less, and she wanted to get a rise out of me.”
She blew out a breath, cursed herself again for not keeping her mouth shut. “I wasn’t going to mention it,” she went on when Nathan said nothing. “I don’t know why I did. It just slipped out.”
He cocked his head. “Jealous?”
She would have been relieved that the heat had died out of his eyes, but the question tightened her up all over again. “No. I was just ... I don’t know. I’m sorry.” She reached for his hand, closing the distance. “I really am.”
“Let’s forget it.” Since he had her hand, he brought it to his lips. “It never happened.”
When she smiled, leaned over and kissed him lightly on the mouth, he rolled his eyes skyward, wondering if he should thank Lexy or throttle her.




 SEVENTEEN
KIRBY checked Yancy Brodie’s temperature while his mother looked on anxiously.
“He was up most of the night, Doc Kirby. I gave him Tylenol, but the fever was right back up this morning. Jerry had to leave before dawn to go out on the shrimp boat, and he was just worried sick.”
“I don’t feel good,” Yancy said fretfully and looked up into Kirby’s eyes. “My mama said you were gonna make me feel better.”
“We’ll see what we can do about that.” Kirby ran a hand over four-year-old Yancy’s straw-colored tuft of hair. “Did you go to Betsy Pendleton’s birthday party a couple of weeks ago, Yancy?”
“She had ice cream and cake, and I pinned the tail on the jackass.”
“Donkey,” his mother corrected.
“Daddy calls it a jackass.” Yancy grinned, then laid his head on Kirby’s arm. “I don’t feel good.”
“I know, sweetie. And you know what else, Betsy doesn’t feel good today either, and neither do Brandon and Peggy Lee. What we’ve got here is an outbreak of chicken pox.”
“Chicken pox? But he doesn’t have any spots.”
“He will.” She’d already noted the rash starting under his arms. “And you’ve got to try really hard not to scratch when it starts to itch, honey. I’m going to give your mom some lotion to put on you that will help. Annie, do you know if you and Jerry ever had the chicken pox?”
“We both did.” Annie let out a long sigh. “Fact is, Jerry gave it to me when we were kids.”
“Then it’s likely you won’t get it again. Yancy’s incubating now, so you want to keep his exposure to other kids and adults who haven’t had it to a minimum. You’re quarantined, buster,” she said, tapping Yancy on the nose. “Tepid baths with a little cornstarch will help once it breaks out, and I’m going to give you both topical and oral medications. I’ve only got samples here, so you’ll have to get Jerry to fill some prescriptions over on the mainland. Tylenol for the fever’s fine,” she added, laying a cool hand on Yancy’s cheek. “I’ll drop by your place in a few days to take a look at him.”
Noting the look of distress on Annie’s face, Kirby smiled, touched her arm. “He’ll be fine, Annie. The three of you are in for a couple of tough weeks, but I don’t foresee any complications. I’ll go over everything with you before you take him home.”
“I just . . . could I talk to you for a minute?”
“Sure. Hey, Yancy.” Kirby removed the stethoscope from around her neck and slipped it around his. “You want to hear your heart go thump?” She eased the earpieces in place, guided his hand. His tired eyes went big and bright. “You listen to that for a minute while I talk to your mom.”
She led Annie into the hallway, leaving the door open. “Yancy’s a strong, healthy, completely normal four-year-old boy,” she began. “You have nothing to worry about. Chicken pox is inconvenient, irritating, but it’s very rarely complicated. I have some literature if you’d like.”
“It’s not . . .” She bit her lip. “I took one of those home pregnancy tests a couple of days ago. It was positive.”
“I see. Are you happy about that, Annie?”
“Yeah. Jerry and me, we’ve been trying to make another baby for the best part of a year now. But ... is it going to be all right? Is it going to get sick?”
Exposure to the virus during the first trimester carried a slight risk. “You had chicken pox when you were a child?”
“Yeah, my mother put cotton gloves on me to stop me from scratching and scarring.”
“It’s really unlikely you’d contract it again.” If she did, Kirby thought with a tug of worry, they would deal with that when it happened. “Even if you did contract the virus, the odds are the baby will be fine. Why don’t you let me run a backup pregnancy test now, just to confirm? And give you a quick look. We’ll see how far along you are. And go from there.”
“It’d make me feel a lot better.”
“Then that’s just what we’ll do. Who’s your regular OB?”
“I went to a clinic over to the mainland for Yancy. But I was hoping you could take care of things this time.”
“Well, we’ll talk about that. Irene Verdon’s in the waiting room. Let’s see if she can keep an eye on Yancy for a few minutes. Then I want the two of you to go home and get some rest. You’re going to need it.”
“I feel better knowing you’re looking after us, Doc Kirby.” Annie laid a hand on her stomach. “All of us.”


BY one o’clock, Kirby had diagnosed two more cases of chicken pox, splinted a broken finger, and treated a bladder infection. Such, she thought as she grabbed a jar of peanut butter, was the life of a general practitioner.
She had thirty minutes before her next appointment and hoped to spend it sitting down and stuffing her face. She didn’t groan when her door opened, but she wanted to.
This was a stranger. She knew every face on the island now, and she’d never seen this one. She tagged him immediately as a beach rover, one of the type who popped up on the island from time to time in search of sun and surf.
His hair was streaky blond and skimmed his shoulders, his face was deeply tanned. He wore ragged cutoffs, a T-shirt that suggested she sun her buns in Cozumel, and dark-lensed Wayfarer sunglasses.
Late twenties, she judged, clean and attractive. She set her sandwich aside and returned his hesitant smile.
“Sorry.” He dipped his head. “Have I got the right place? I was told there was a doctor here.”
“I’m Doctor Fitzsimmons. What can I do for you?”
“I don’t have an appointment or anything.” He glanced at her sandwich. “Should I make one?”
“Why do you need one?”
“I just have this, ah ...” He shrugged his shoulders, then held out a hand. The palm was badly burned, with a red welt across it oozing with blisters.
“That looks nasty.” Automatically she stepped forward, taking his hand gently to examine it.
“It was stupid. Coffee was boiling over and I just grabbed the pot without thinking. I’m down at the campground. When I asked the kid at check-in if there was someplace I could get some salve or something, he told me about you.”
“Let’s go in the back. I’ll clean and dress this for you.”
“I’m horning in on your lunch.”
“Goes with the territory. So you’re camping,” she continued as she led him back to the examining room.
“Yeah, I was planning on heading down to the Keys, doing some work. I’m an artist.”
“Oh?”
He sat in the chair she indicated, then frowned at his palm. “I guess this will put the skids on work for a couple of weeks.”
“Unless you want to paint left-handed,” she said with a smile as she washed up, snapped gloves on.
“Well, I was thinking about hanging out here longer anyway. Great place.” He sucked in his breath as she began to clean the burn. “Hurts like a bitch.”
“I bet it does. I’d recommend aspirin. And a potholder.”
He chuckled, then set his teeth against the pain. “I guess I’m lucky there’s a doc around. This kind of thing can get infected, right?”
“Mmm. But we’ll see that it doesn’t. What kind of things do you paint?”
“Whatever strikes me.” He smiled at her, enjoying her scent, the way her hair swept down gold over her cheek. “Maybe you’d like to pose for me.”
She laughed, then rolled her chair over to a drawer for salve. “I don’t think so, but thanks.”
“You’ve got a terrific face. I do good work with beautiful women.”
She glanced up. His eyes were hidden by the lenses. Though his smile was wide and friendly, there was something around the edges that made her suddenly ill at ease. Doctor or not, she was a woman and she was alone with a stranger. One who was watching her just a little too closely.
“I’m sure you do. But being the only doctor on the island keeps me pretty busy.” She bent her head again to coat the burn with salve.
Foolish, she told herself. She was being ridiculous. He had a second-degree burn on his hand and he was letting a stranger treat it. And he was an artist. Naturally he was watching her.
“If you change your mind, I guess I’m going to be hanging here for a while. Jesus, that feels better.” He blew out a long breath, and she felt his hand relax in hers.
Feeling even more foolish now, she offered him a sympathetic smile. “That’s what we’re here for. I want you to keep this dry. You can put a plastic bag around it when you shower. I wouldn’t try swimming for the next week. The dressing should be changed daily. If you don’t have someone around to help you with it, just come in and I’ll do it.”
“I appreciate it. You’ve got good hands, Doc,” he added as she wound gauze around his hand.
“That’s what they all say.”
“No, I mean it—not just good doctor hands. Artistic hands. Angel hands,” he said with another smile. “I’d love to sketch them sometime.”
“We’ll see about that when you can hold a pencil again.” She rose. “I’m going to give you a tube of salve. And I want you to check in with me in two days unless you leave the island. In that case you’ll want to have it looked at elsewhere.”
“Okay. What do I owe you?”
“Insurance?”
“No.”
“Twenty-five for the office visit and ten for the supplies.”
“More than fair.” He got up, tugged his wallet out of his back pocket with his left hand. Gingerly he plucked bills out with the fingers of his wrapped hand. “Guess it’s going to be awkward for a while.”
“They’ll help you out at the campground if you need it. It’s a friendly island.”
“So I’ve noticed.”
“I’ll get you a receipt.”
“No, that’s all right.” He shifted, and she felt that little jolt of nerves again. “Listen, if you’re over that way, maybe you could stop in. You could see some of my work, or we could—”
“Kirby! You back there?”
She felt a warm rush of relief, so fast and full it nearly made her giddy. “Brian. I’m just finishing up with a patient. You be sure to keep that gauze dry,” she said briskly and pulled off her gloves. “And don’t be stingy with the salve.”
“You’re the doctor.” He sauntered out ahead of her, then lifted his brows at the man who stood in the kitchen with a bloody rag around his left hand. “Looks like you’ve got a problem there.”
“Good eye,” Brian said dryly and glanced at the gauze-wrapped hand. “Looks like I’m not the only one.”
“Busy day for the doc.”
“The doc,” Kirby said as she walked in, “hasn’t had five minutes to—Brian, what the hell have you done?” Heart in her throat, she leaped forward, grabbed his wrist, and quickly unwrapped the rag.
“Damn knife slipped. I was just—I’m dripping blood all over the floor.”
“Oh, be quiet.” Her heart settled back when she studied the long slice on the back of his hand. It was deep and bleeding freely, but nothing had been lopped off. “You need stitches.”
“No, I don’t.”
“Yes, you do, about ten of them.”
“Look, just wrap it up and I’ll get back to work.”
“I said be quiet,” she snapped. “You’ll have to excuse me, I—” She glanced over, frowned. “Oh, I guess he left. Come into the back.”
“I don’t want you sewing on me. I only came because Lexy and Kate went half crazy on me. And if Lexy hadn’t been pestering me, I wouldn’t have cut myself in the first place, so just dump some antiseptic on it, wrap it up, and let me go.”
“Stop being a baby.” Taking his arm firmly, she pulled him into the back. “Sit down and behave yourself. When’s the last time you had a tetanus shot?”
“A shot? Oh, listen—”
“That long ago.” She washed up quickly, put the necessary tools in a stainless-steel tray, then sat down in front of him with a bottle of antiseptic. “We’ll take care of that afterward. I’m going to clean this, disinfect, then I’ll give you a local.”
He could feel the wound throbbing in time with his heart. Both picked up speed. “A local what?”
“Anesthetic. It’ll numb the area so I can sew you back together.”
“What is this obsession of yours with needles?”
“Let me see you move your fingers,” she ordered. “Good, good. I didn’t think you’d cut through any tendons. Are you afraid of needles, Brian?”
“No, of course not.” Then she picked up the hypo and he felt all the blood drain out of his face. “Yes. Damn it, Kirby, keep that thing away from me.”
She didn’t laugh as he’d been dead certain she would. Instead, she looked soberly into his eyes. “Take a deep breath, let it out, then take another and look at the painting over my right shoulder. Just keep looking at the painting and count your breaths. One, two, three. That’s it. Little stick, that’s all,” she murmured and slid the needle under his skin. “Keep counting.”
“Okay, all right.” He could feel the sweat crawling down his back and focused on the watercolor print of wild lilies. “This is the perfect time for you to make some snotty comment.”
“I worked in ER. Saw more blood during that year than a layman does in three lifetimes. Gunshots, knifings, car wrecks. I never panicked. The closest I’ve ever come to panicking was just now, when I saw your blood dripping onto my kitchen floor.”
He looked away from the print and into her eyes. “I’ll mop it up for you.”
“Don’t be an idiot.” She grabbed a swatch of surgical paper to make a sterile field, then paused when he touched his hand to hers.
“I care too.” He waited until she looked at him again. “I care a lot. How the hell did this happen?”
“I don’t know. What do you think we should do about it?”
“It’s probably not going to work, you know. You and me.”
“No.” She picked up the suture. “Probably not. Keep your hand still, Brian.”
He glanced down, saw her slide the suturing needle under his skin. His stomach rolled. Taking another deep breath, he looked back at the painting. “Don’t worry about making it neat. Just make it fast.”
“I’m famous for my ladylike little stitches. Just relax and keep breathing.”
Since he figured it would be more humiliation than he could stand to pass out on her, he tried to obey. “I’m not afraid of needles. I just don’t like them.”
“It’s a common phobia.”
“I don’t have a phobia. I just don’t like people sticking needles in me.”
She kept her head bent so he wouldn’t see her smile. “Perfectly understandable. What was Lexy pestering you about?”
“The usual. Everything.” He tried to ignore the slight tug as she drew the edges of the wound together. “I’m insensitive. I don’t care about her—or anyone else, for that matter. I don’t understand her. No one does. If I was a real brother, I’d lend her five thousand dollars so she could go back to New York and be a star.”
“I thought she’d decided to stay here through the summer.”
“She had some sort of go-round with Giff. Since he hasn’t come crawling after her, she’s gone from the sulky stage—which was our big treat yesterday—to the nasty stage. Are you almost done?”
“Halfway,” she said patiently.
“Half. Great. Wonderful.” His stomach rolled again. Okay, think about something else. “Who was the beach bum?”
“Hmm? Oh, the burn. Tussle with a coffeepot. Says he’s an artist, on his way to the Keys. He may be over at the campground for a while. I never did get his name.”
“What kind of an artist?”
“A painter, I think. He wanted me to pose for him. Damn it, be still,” she said when his hand jerked.
“What did you tell him?”
“That I was flattered, thank you very much, but didn’t have time. He made me nervous.”
Brian’s free hand shot out and grabbed her shoulder, making her curse. “Only a couple more,” she began.
“Did he touch you?”
“What?” No, it wasn’t fear or pain in his eyes, she realized. It was fury. And that was wonderfully satisfying. “Why, yes, of course, Brian. One-handed, he wrestled me to the floor in a wild burst of lust and ripped off my clothes.”
Brian’s fingers dug in. “I want a straight answer. Did he put his hands on you?”
“No, of course he didn’t. I just got nervous for a minute because the office was empty and he seemed overly interested. Then it turned out he just wanted to sketch my hands.” She fluttered the fingers of her left one. “Angel hands. Now be still before you ruin my work and end up with a nasty scar. Not that your jealousy isn’t flattering.”
“I’m not jealous.” He removed his hand and willed the green haze over his vision to subside. “I just don’t want some beach bum hassling you.”
“He didn’t hassle me, and if he had I could have handled it. One more now.” She tugged, knotted, snipped, then examined the neat line of stitches carefully. “A lovely job, if I do say so myself.” She rose to prepare his tetanus shot.
“How would you have handled it?”
“Handled what? Oh, we’re still on that, are we? With a polite rebuff.”
“And if that hadn’t worked?”
“One good squeeze on that burn and he’d have been on the floor screaming in pain.”
When she turned back, careful to keep the hypo behind her back, she saw Brian smiling. “You would have too.”
“Absolutely. I once cooled the ardor of an oversexed patient by pressing ever so gently on his larynx. He quickly decided to stop making obscene suggestions to me and the nursing staff. Now you want to look at the lilies again, Brian.”
He paled. “What have you got behind your back?”
“Just look at the lilies.”
“Oh, Christ.” He turned his head, then a moment later yelped and jerked.
“Brian, that was the alcohol swab. This’ll be over in ten seconds. You’re going to feel a prick.”
He hissed. “A prick, my ass. What are you using, an upholstery needle?”
“There, all done.” She smoothed a bandage over the needle prick, then sat down to wrap his hand. “Keep this dry. I’ll change the dressing for you when it needs it. In about ten days, two weeks, we’ll see about taking the stitches out.”
“Won’t that be fun?”
“Here.” She reached in the pocket of her smock and took out a Tootsie Pop. “For being such a good boy.”
“I know sarcasm when I hear it, but I’ll take the sucker.”
She unwrapped it for him, stuck it in his mouth. “Take a couple of aspirin,” she advised. “The local’s going to wear off quickly and it’s going to hurt some. You want to get ahead of the pain, not chase it.”
“Aren’t you going to kiss it?”
“I suppose.” She lifted his hand, touched her lips lightly to the gauze. “Be more careful with your kitchen tools,” she told him. “I like your hands just the way they are.”
“Then I don’t suppose you’d object if I moseyed on over here later tonight, wrestled you one-handed to the floor, and tore your clothes off.”
“I don’t suppose I would.” She leaned forward until her lips met his, then with a little sigh lingered there. “The sooner the better.”
Brian glanced over at the examination table, and his grin spread slowly. “Well, since I’m here now, maybe you should give me a complete physical. Haven’t had one in a couple, three years. You could wear your stethoscope. Just your stethoscope.”
The idea made a nice curl of lust slide into her stomach. “The doctor is in,” she began, then came back to earth when she heard the outside door open. “But I’ll have to give you an evening appointment.” She eased back, then stood to remove the tray. “I’ve had a morning full of chicken pox, and that’s my next patient.”
He didn’t want to go, he realized. He wanted to sit there and watch her. He wanted to study her, the competent way she handled her instruments, the brisk and graceful way she moved. So he stalled and did just that.
“Who’s got the chicken pox?”
“Who under ten doesn’t, is more like it. We’re at seven and counting.” She glanced around. “Have you had it?”
“Oh, yeah, the three of us got it at the same time. I think I was nine, so that would have made Jo about six, Lex just under three. I guess my mother went through a couple of gallons of calamine.”
“Must have been great fun for all of you.”
“It wasn’t so bad, after the first couple of days. My father went over to the mainland and brought back this huge box of Lincoln Logs, at least a dozen coloring books, and that jumbo box of Crayolas, Barbie dolls, Matchbox cars.”
Because the memory made him sentimental, Brian shrugged. “I guess he was desperate to keep us all occupied.”
And to give your mother a little peace, Kirby mused. “I imagine three sick kids are pretty hard to handle. Sounds like he had the right idea.”
“Yeah, I guess they worked through it together. I used to think that was the way it was with them. Until she took off.” Telling himself it didn’t matter, he stood up. “I’ll get out of your way. Thanks for the repair job.”
Because his eyes looked suddenly sad, she framed his face in her hands and kissed him lightly. “I’ll bill you. But the physical we’ve scheduled ... that’s free.”
It made him smile. “That’s quite a deal.”
He turned to the door. He didn’t look back at her, and the words just seemed to come out before he considered them or knew they were there. “I think I’m falling in love with you, Kirby. I don’t know what we’re going to do about that either.”
He walked out quickly, leaving her staring. She eased herself down on her stool and decided her next patient was just going to have to wait another moment or two. Until the doctor got her breath back.


JUST before sunset, Kirby took a walk on the beach. She needed some quiet time, she told herself, just a little space to think before Brian came back.
He loved her. No, he thought he loved her, she corrected. That was a different level entirely. Still, it was a step she hadn’t expected him to take. And one she was afraid of tripping over.
She walked to the water’s edge, let the surf foam over her ankles. There, she thought, when the tide swept back and sucked the sand down under her feet. That was exactly the same sensation he was causing in her. That slight and exciting imbalance, that feeling of having the ground shift under you no matter how firmly you planted your feet.
She’d wanted him, and she chipped away at his defenses until she won that battle. Now the stakes had gone up, considerably higher than she’d ever gambled on before.
She’d been very careful to do the picking and choosing in personal relationships. And she’d chosen Brian Hathaway. But somewhere along the way the angle had changed on her.
He wouldn’t speak of love lightly, not Brian. She could. But not with Brian, she realized. If she said those words, she would have to mean them. And if she meant them, she would have to build on them. Words were only the foundation.
Home, family. Permanence. She would have to decide if she wanted those things at all, and if she wanted them with him. Then she would have to convince him that he wanted them with her.
It wouldn’t be simple. The bruises and scars from his childhood kept anything about Brian from being simple.
She lifted her face to the wind. Hadn’t she already decided? Hadn’t she known in that split second when she saw him bleeding, when fear swept all professional calm aside, that her feelings for him had gone well beyond lust?
It scared her. She was afraid she would indeed trip over that step. And more, she was afraid to commit to taking it. Better to take it slow, she decided. To be sure of her footing. She handled things better if she was calm and clear-sighted. Certainly something as important as this should be approached with caution and a cool head.
She ignored the little voice snickering inside her head and turned back to walk home. The glint far across the dunes made her frown. The second time it flashed, she realized it was the setting sun’s reflection off glass. Binoculars, she thought with a shiver. With a hand shielding her eyes, she could just make out a figure. The distance made it impossible to tell whether it was male or female. She began to walk more quickly, wanting to be inside again, behind closed doors.
It was foolish, she knew. It was just someone watching the beach at sunset, and she simply happened to be on the beach. But the sensation of being watched, of being studied, stayed with her and hurried her steps toward home.


SHE’D spotted him, and that only made it more exciting. He’d frightened her, just by being there. Chuckling softly, he continued to frame Kirby in the telephoto lens, snapping methodically as she rushed along the beach.
She had a beautiful body. It had been a pleasure to watch the wind plaster her shirt and slacks to it, outline the curves. The sunlight had glowed on her hair, turning it a rich, burning gold. As the sun had dipped lower at his back, all the tones and hues had deepened, softened. He was pleased that he’d used color film this time.
Oh, and that look in her eyes when she’d realized someone was there. The lens had brought her so close, he’d nearly been able to see her pupils dilate.
Such pretty green eyes, he thought. They suited her. Just as the swing of blond hair suited her, and that soft, soothing voice.
He wondered what her breasts would taste like.
She’d be a hot one in the sack, he decided, snapping quickly before she disappeared around the dunes. The small, delicate types usually were, once you got them revving. He imagined she thought she knew all there was to know about anatomy. But he figured he could show her some tricks. Oh, yes, he could show the lady doctor a few things.
He remembered an excerpt from the journal that seemed to fit the moment and his mood. The rape of Annabelle.
I experimented, allowing myself full range to do things to her that I have never done to another woman. She wept, tears streaming down her cheeks and dampening the gag. I had her again, again. It was beyond me to stop. It wasn’t sex, was no longer rape.
It was unbearable power.
Yes, it was the power he wanted, the full scope of it, which he had not achieved with Ginny. Because Ginny had been defective, he reminded himself. She had been whore instead of angel, and a poor choice.
If he decided to—if he decided he needed just a little more practice before the main event—Kirby, with her pretty eyes and angel hands, would be a fine subject. She would work out just fine.
Something to think about, he mused. Something to consider. But for now he thought he’d wander toward Sanctuary and see if Jo Ellen was out and about.
It was nearly time to remind her he was thinking about her.




 EIGHTEEN
AS Giff drove up the road to Sanctuary, he saw Lexy. She stood on the second-floor terrace, her long legs prettily displayed in cuffed cotton shorts, her hair bundled messily on top of her head. She was washing windows, which he was sure would have her in one of her less hospitable moods.
As appealing a picture as she made, she would have to wait. He needed to talk to Brian.
She saw Giff park his pickup but barely spared him a glance. Her smile was smug as she polished off the mixture of vinegar and water with newspaper until the windowpane shone. She’d known he would come around, though it had taken him longer than she’d expected.
But she decided to forgive him—after he crawled just a little.
She bent to soak her rag again, turning her head a bit, slanting her eyes over and down. Then sprang straight up when she saw Giff was heading not toward the house and her but toward the old smokehouse, where Brian was painting porch furniture.
Why, that rattlesnake, she thought, slapping the cleaning solution on the next window. If he was waiting for her to come to him, he was going to be sorely disappointed. She’d never forgive him now. Not if she lived to be a thousand years old. He could crawl over hot coals, she thought, furiously polishing the window. He could beg and plead and call her name on his deathbed and she would laugh gaily and walk on.
From this moment on, Giff Verdon meant less than nothing to her.
She picked up her bucket and moved three windows down so she could keep an eye on him.
At the moment, Lexy and her moods weren’t at the forefront of Giff’s mind. He caught the oversweet smell of fresh paint, heard the hiss of the sprayer. He worked up a smile as he rounded the stone corner of the smokehouse and saw Brian.
Little dots of sea-blue paint freckled his arms to past the elbows, and polka-dotted the old jeans he wore. An army-green tarp was spread out and covered with chaises and chairs. Brian was giving the old glider a second coat.
“Nice color,” Giff called out.
Brian moved the nozzle slowly back and forth another stroke before disengaging it. “You know Cousin Kate. Every few years she wants something different—and always ends up going with blue.”
“Freshens them up nice, though.”
“It does.” Brian flicked the motor off, set the sprayer down. “She’s ordered new umbrellas for the tables, pads for the chairs. Should be in on the ferry in another day or two. She wants the picnic tables painted over at the campground, too.”
“I can take care of that if you don’t have time.”
“I’ll probably do it.” Brian rolled his shoulders free of kinks. “Gets me out in the air. Gives me some daydreaming time.” He’d just been having a nice one, too, replaying his night with Kirby.
He knew he would never think of a stethoscope in quite the same way again.
“How’s that porch coming?”
“Got the screening in the truck. The weather looks like it’s going to hold, so I should be finished by end of the week, like Miss Kate wanted.”
“Good. I’ll try to come by and take a look at it.”
“How’s the hand doing?” Giff asked, nodding toward the bandage.
“Oh.” Frowning, Brian flexed his fingers. “A little stiff is all.” Brian didn’t ask how Giff had heard about it. News simply floated on the island’s air—especially the juiciest tidbits. The fact was, he considered it a wonder no one knew that he’d spent most of the night on the good doctor’s examining table.
“You and Doc Kirby, huh?”
“What?”
“You and Doc Kirby.” Giff adjusted his cap. “My cousin Ned was down to the beach early this morning. You know how he collects shells, polishes them up and sells them off to day-trippers down to the ferry. Seems he saw you leaving the doc’s this morning about daybreak. You know how Ned runs his mouth.”
So much for wonders, Brian mused. “Yeah, I do. How long did it take him to pass the news?”
“Well ...” Amused, Giff rubbed his chin. “I was heading down to the ferry to see if the screen came in, saw Ned on Shell Road and gave him a lift. That would make it, oh, about fifty minutes, give or take.”
“Ned’s slowing down.”
“Well, he’s getting up in age, you know. Be eighty-two come September. Doc Kirby’s a fine woman,” Giff added. “Don’t know anybody on the island doesn’t think high of her. Or you, Bri.”
“We’ve spent a few evenings together,” Brian muttered and crouched down to rub the nozzle tip with a rag. “People shouldn’t start smelling orange blossoms.”
Giff lifted a brow. “Didn’t say they were.”
“We’re just seeing each other some.”
“Okay.”
“Nobody’s thinking about making it a permanent relationship, or tangling it up with strings.”
Giff waited a moment. “You trying to convince me, Bri, or is somebody else here?”
“I’m just saying—” Brian caught himself, lifting his hands as if to signal himself to call a halt. He straightened again and tried not to be irritated by the bland and innocent smile on Giff’s face. “Did you come by here just to congratulate me on sleeping with Kirby, or is there something else on your mind?”
Giff’s smile faded. “Ginny.”
Brian sighed, discovered that the tension balled dead center at the back of his neck couldn’t be rubbed away. “The cops called here this morning. I guess they talked to you, too.”
“Didn’t have squat to say. I don’t think they’d have bothered to call if I hadn’t been hassling them. Damn it, Brian, you know they’re not looking for her. They’re barely going through the motions.”
“I wish I could tell you different.”
“They said we could make up flyers, hand them out around in Savannah. What the hell good is that?”
“Next to none. Giff, I wish I knew what to say to you. But you know, Ginny’s twenty-six years old and free to come and go as she pleases. That’s how the cops look at it.”
“That’s the wrong way to look at it. Ginny has family here, she has a home and friends. No way she’d have taken off without a word to anyone.”
“Sometimes,” Brian said slowly, “people do things you never expect they would do. Never believe they could do. But they do them just the same.”
“Ginny’s not your mama, Brian. I’m sorry this brings back a bad time for you and your family. But this is now. This is Ginny. It’s not the same.”
“No, it’s not.” Brian forced himself to keep his voice and his temper even. “Ginny didn’t have a husband and three children. If she decided to shake the sand out of her shoes, she wasn’t leaving lives broken behind her. Now I’ll keep talking to the police, I’ll see they’re called at least once a week to keep Ginny in their heads. We’ll make up the flyers for you in the office. I just can’t do any more than that, Giff. I’m not having my life turned inside out a second time.”
“That’s fine.” Giff nodded stiffly. “That’s fine, then. I’ll get out of your way so you can go about your business.”
Fury lengthened his stride as he stalked back to the truck. He climbed in, slammed the door behind him. Then just lowered his head onto the steering wheel.
He’d been wrong. All the way wrong. Sniping at Brian that way, going stiff and snooty on him. It wasn’t Brian’s fault or his responsibility. And it wasn’t right, Giff added, as he sat back and closed his eyes, for a friend to cut into another that way. He’d just give himself a moment to calm and to settle, then he’d go back and apologize.
Lexy sauntered out of the house. She’d streaked down the inside stairs, nearly breaking her neck in her hurry to be sure Giff didn’t drive off before she could taunt him with what he couldn’t have. And her heart was still racing. But she moved slowly now, one hand trailing along the banister, a distant smile on her face.
She moseyed up to the truck and, forgetting that her hands smelled of vinegar, propped them on the bottom of the open window. “Why, hello there, Giff. I was about to take a little walk in the woods to cool off, and saw your truck.”
He opened his eyes, looked into hers. “Go on then, Lexy,” he murmured and leaned over to turn the key.
“What is it?” The misery in his eyes was a balm for her soul. “You feeling poorly, Giff? Maybe you’re feeling blue.” She trailed a fingertip up his arm. “Maybe you’re wishing you knew how to apologize to me so you wouldn’t be so lonely these days.”
His eyes remained dark, but the shadows in them shifted from misery to temper. He pushed her hand aside. “You know what, Alexa? Even my limited little world doesn’t revolve only around you.”
“You’ve got your nerve, thinking you can talk to me that way. If you think I care what your world revolves around, Giff, you’re very mistaken. I couldn’t care less.”
“Right now that makes two of us. Get away from the truck.”
“I will not. Not until I’ve had my say.”
“I don’t give a damn what you have to say, now back off before you get hurt.”
She did just the opposite, stretching through the open window to turn the key and shut the engine down. “Don’t you order me around.” She stuck her face in his. “Don’t you think for one minute you can tell me what to do, or threaten me into doing it.”
She sucked in a breath, prepared to scold him properly. But there was misery in his eyes again, more than she’d ever seen or expected to. Her temper subsided, and she laid a hand on his cheek. “What’s the matter, honey? What’s hurting you?”
He started to shake his head, but she kept her hand in place. “We can be mad at each other later. You talk to me now. Tell me what’s wrong.”
“Ginny.” He let out an explosive breath that scalded his throat. “Not a word from her, Lexy. Not a single word. I don’t know what to do anymore. What to say to my family anymore. I don’t even know how to feel.”
“I know.” She slipped back, opened the door. “Come on.”
“I’ve got work to do.”
“You do what I say for once in your life. Now come on with me.” She took his hand, tugging until he climbed out. Saying nothing, she led him around the side of the house toward the shade. “Sit down here.” She drew him down on the side of the rope hammock and, slipping an arm around him, nudged his head down to her shoulder. “You just rest your mind a minute.”
“I don’t think about it all the time,” he murmured. “You go crazy if you do.”
“I know.” Reaching around, she took his hand in hers. “It just sneaks up on you now and again, and it hurts so much you don’t think you can stand it. But you do, till the next time.”
“I know what people are saying. She just got a wild hair and took off. It’d be easier if I could believe that.”
“It wouldn’t, not really. It hurts either way. When Mama left I cried and cried for her. I figured if I cried enough she’d hear me and come back. When I got older I thought, well, she just didn’t care enough about me, so I won’t care either. I stopped crying, but it still hurt all the same.”
“I keep thinking she’ll send some stupid postcard from Disney World or somewhere. Then I could just be mad at her instead of so goddamn worried.”
Lexy tried to imagine that, let herself see it. Perfect. Ginny on some colorful, foolish ride, howling with laughter. “It’d be just like her to do that.”
“I guess it would.” He stared down at their joined hands, watching their fingers interlace. “I just tore a strip off Brian over it. Stupid.”
“Don’t you worry about that. Brian’s hide’s thick enough to take it.”
“How about yours?” He eased back, absently pushing a loosened bobby pin back into her messy topknot.
“All us Hathaways are tougher than we look.”
“I’m sorry anyway.” He lifted their joined hands and kissed her knuckles. “Do we have to be mad at each other later?”
“I guess not.” She kissed him lightly, then smiled. The birds were singing in the trees above her, and the flowers smelled so nice and sweet on the air. “Since I’ve been missing you, just a little bit.”
Her breath caught as he pulled her close, pressed his face hard against her throat. “I need you, Lexy. I need you.”
When she released her breath, it was unsteady, shuddering from lungs to throat to lips. She put her hands on his shoulders, her fingers pressing once into those hard muscles. Then she pulled back, rose, struggling to grip her own emotions as firmly.
She’d turned her back on him. Giff rubbed his hands over his face, then dropped them helplessly. “What did I say now? What is it I do that always makes you take that step back from me?”
“I’m not.” She had to press her fingers to her lips to stop them from trembling before she faced him again. When she did, her heart was swimming in her eyes. “In my whole life, my whole life, Giff, no one’s ever said that to me. Unless it was a man meaning sex.”
He got to his feet fast. “That’s not what I meant. Lexy—”
“I know.” She blinked impatiently at the tears. She wanted to see him clearly. “I know it’s not what you meant. And I’m not stepping back, I’m just trying to get hold of myself before I act like a fool.”
“I love you, Lexy.” He said it quietly so she would believe him. “I always have and always will love you.”
She closed her eyes tight. She wanted it all engraved on her memory. The moment—every sound, every scent, every feeling. Then she was launching herself into his arms, wrapping herself around him, her breath coming in tiny little hitches that made her dizzy.
“Hold me. Hold on to me, Giff, tight. No matter what I do, no matter what I say, don’t ever let me go.”
“Alexa.” Swamped by her, he pressed his lips into her hair. “I’ve always held on to you. You just didn’t know it.”
“I love you too, Giff. I can’t remember when I didn’t. It always made me so mad.”
“That’s all right, honey.” He smiled, snuggled her closer. “I don’t mind you being mad. As long as you don’t stop.”


IN her bedroom, Jo carefully hung up the phone. Bobby Banes had finally gotten in touch. And had given her at least one answer.
He hadn’t taken the print from her apartment.
But you saw the print, didn’t you? It was a nude, mixed in with all the shots of me. It looked like me, but it wasn’t. I was holding it. I picked it up. You must have seen it.
She could hear her own voice, pitching into panic, and the concern and hesitation in Bobby’s when he answered.
I’m sorry, Jo. I didn’t see a print like that. Just those ones of you. Ah . . . there wasn’t any nude study. At least I didn’t notice.
It was there. I dropped it. It fell facedown on the other prints. It was there, Bobby. Just think for a minute.
It must have been there . . . I mean, if you say you saw it.
His tone had been placating, she thought now. Sympathetic. But it hadn’t been convinced.
Sick and shaky, she turned away from the phone, told herself it was useless to wish he hadn’t called, hadn’t told her. It was better, much better, to have the truth. All she had to do now was live with it.
From her bedroom window, Jo looked down on her sister and Giff. They made a pretty picture, she decided. Two young, healthy people locked in each other’s arms, with flowers growing wild and ripe all around them. A man and woman sparkling with love and sexual anticipation on a summer afternoon.
It looked so easy, so natural. Why couldn’t she let it be easy and natural for herself?
Nathan wanted her. He wasn’t pushing, he didn’t appear to be angry that she kept that last bit of distance between them. And why did she? Jo wondered, watching as Giff tipped Lexy’s face up to his. Why didn’t she just let go?
He stirred her. He brought her pleasure and set something to simmering inside her that hinted the pleasure would spread and deepen if she allowed it.
Why was she afraid to allow it?
In disgust she turned away from the window. Because she questioned everything these days. She watched her own moves, analyzed them clinically. Oh, she felt better physically. The nightmares and slick-skinned panic attacks were fewer and farther between.
But...
There was always that doubt, the fear that she wasn’t really stable. Why else could she still see in her mind that photograph, the photograph of the dead woman? One minute her mother, the next herself. The eyes staring, the skin white as wax. She could still see the texture of the skin, smooth and pale. The shades and sweep of the hair, that artfully spread wave of it. The way the hand had been draped, elbow bent, arm crossed between the breasts. And the head turned, angled down as in shy slumber.
How could she see it so clearly when it had never existed?
And because she could, she had to believe she was still far from well. She had no business even considering a relationship with Nathan—with anyone—until she was solidly on her feet again.
And that, she admitted, was just an excuse.
She was afraid of him—that was the bottom line. She was afraid he would come to mean more to her than she could handle. And that he would expect more of her than she could give.
He was already drawing feelings out of her that no one else ever had. So she was protecting herself with cowardice that wore a mask of logic.
She was tired of being logical and afraid. Would it be so wrong to take a page out of her sister’s book for once? To act on impulse, to take whatever she could get?
God, she needed someone to talk to, someone to be with. Someone who could, even for a little while, crowd out all these self-doubts and worries.
Why shouldn’t it be Nathan?
She rushed out of her room before she could change her mind, and for once didn’t even bother to grab her camera. She paused impatiently when Kate called out her name.
“I’m just heading out.” Jo stopped at the door to the office. Kate was behind a desk covered with papers and brochures.
“Trying to get ahead of the fall reservations.” Kate pulled a pencil out from behind her ear. “We’ve got a request to have a wedding here at the inn in October. We’ve never done that kind of thing before. They want Brian to do the catering, have the ceremony and reception right here. It would be just wonderful if we could figure out how to do it.”
“That would be nice. Kate, I’m really on my way out.”
“Sorry.” She stuck the pencil back behind her ear and smiled distractedly. “Lost my train again. I’ve been doing that all morning. I’ve got your mail here. I was going to drop it off in your room, then the phone rang and I haven’t budged from this spot in two hours.”
As if to punctuate the statement, the phone jingled again, and behind her the second line beeped, signaling an incoming fax. “If it’s not one thing, it’s two, I swear. There you go, honey, you got a package there.” She picked up the phone. “Sanctuary Inn, may I help you?”
Jo heard nothing but the beehive buzz in her own ears. She stepped forward slowly, could feel the air around her thickening like water. The manila envelope felt stiff in her hand when she reached for it. Her name had been printed on it in block letters in thick black marker.
JO ELLEN HATHAWAY SANCTUARY LOST DESIRE ISLAND, GEORGIA


The warning in the corner stated clearly: PHOTOS. DO NOT BEND.
Don’t open it, she told herself. Throw it in the trash. Don’t look inside. But her fingers were already tearing at the seal, ripping open the flap. She didn’t hear Kate’s exclamation of surprise as she upended the envelope, shaking the photographs out onto the floor. With a little keening sound, Jo dropped to her knees, shoving through them, pushing one after another aside in a desperate search for one. The one.
Without hesitation, Kate hung up on the reservation she was taking and rushed around the desk. “Jo, what is it? Jo Ellen, what’s wrong? What is all this?” she demanded, holding Jo under one arm as she stared at dozens of pictures of her young cousin.
“He’s been here. He’s been here. Here!” Jo scrambled through the photos again. There she was, walking on the beach. Asleep in the hammock, on the edge of the dune swale, setting up her tripod at the salt marsh.
But where was the one? Where was the one?
“It’s got to be here. It’s got to.”
Alarmed, Kate hauled Jo up to her knees and shook her. “Stop it. Now. I want you to stop it this minute.” Because she recognized the signs, she dragged Jo over to a chair, pushed her into it, then shoved her head between her knees. “You just breathe. That’s all you do. Don’t you go fainting on me. You sit right there, you hear me? You sit right there and don’t you move.”
She rushed into the bathroom to run a glass of water and dampen a cloth. When she dashed back in, Jo was just as she’d left her. Relieved, Kate knelt down and laid the cold cloth on the back of Jo’s neck.
“There now, just take it easy.”
“I’m not going to faint,” Jo said dully.
“That’s fine news to me, I’ll tell you. Sit back now, slowly, drink a little water.” She brought the glass to Jo’s lips herself, held it there, grateful when color gradually seeped back into them. “Can you tell me what this is all about now?”
“The photos.” Jo sat back, closed her eyes. “I didn’t get away. I didn’t get away after all.”
“From what, honey? From who?”
“I don’t know. I think I’m going crazy.”
“That’s nonsense.” Kate made her voice sharp and impatient.
“I don’t know that it is. It’s already happened once.”
“What do you mean?”
She kept her eyes closed. It would be easier to say it that way. “I had a breakdown a few months ago.”
“Oh, Jo Ellen.” Kate eased down onto the arm of the chair and began to stroke Jo’s hair. “Why didn’t you tell me you’d been sick, honey?”
“I just couldn’t, that’s all. Everything just got to be too much and I couldn’t hold on anymore. The pictures started to come.”
“Pictures like these?”
“Pictures of me. Just pictures of my eyes at first. Just my eyes.” Or her eyes, she thought with a shudder. Our eyes.
“That’s horrible. It must have frightened you so.”
“It did. Then I told myself someone was just trying to get my attention so I’d help them break into photography.”
“That’s probably just what it was, but it was a terrible way to do it. You should have gone to the police.”
“And tell them that someone was sending me, a photographer, pictures?” Jo opened her eyes again. “I thought I could handle it. Just ignore it, just deal with it. Then an envelope like that one came in the mail. Full of pictures of me, and one ... one I thought was of someone else. But it wasn’t,” Jo said fiercely. She was going to accept that. If nothing else, she was going to accept that one thing.
“I imagined it. It wasn’t there at all. Just those pictures of me. Dozens of them. And I fell apart.”
“Then you came back here.”
“I had to get away. I thought I could get away. But I can’t. These are from here, right here on the island. He’s been right here, watching me.”
“And these are going to the police.” Simmering with fury, Kate rose to snatch up the envelope. “Postmark’s Savannah. Three days ago.”
“What good will it do, Kate?”
“We won’t know that till we do it.”
“He could still be in Savannah, or anywhere else. He could be back on the island.” She ran her hands through her hair, then let them drop into her lap. “Are we going to ask the police to question everyone with a camera?”
“If necessary. What kind of camera?” Kate demanded. “Where and how were they developed? When were they taken? There ought to be a way of figuring some of that out. It’s better than sitting here being scared, isn’t it? Snap your backbone in place, Jo Ellen.”
“I just want it to go away.”
“Then make it go away,” Kate said fiercely. “I’m ashamed you’d let someone do this to you and not put up a fight.” Kate snatched up a photo, held it out. “When was this taken? Look at it, figure it out.”
Jo’s stomach churned as she stared at it. Her palms were damp as she reached out and took the photo. The shot was slightly out of focus, she noted. The angle of light was poor, casting a bad shadow across her body. He was capable of much better work, she thought, then let out a long breath. It helped to think practically, even to critique.
“I think he rushed this one. The marsh at this spot is fairly open. Obviously he didn’t want me to know he was taking pictures, so he hurried through it.”
“Good. Good girl. Now when were you down there last?”
“Just a couple of days ago, but I didn’t take the tripod.” Her brow furrowed as she concentrated. “This had to be at least two weeks back. No, three. Three weeks ago, I went out at low tide to do some studies of the tidal pools. Let me see another print.”
“I know it’s difficult for you, but I like this one.” Kate tried a bolstering smile as she offered Jo a photo of herself cradled in Sam’s lap. Shade dappled over them in patterns, making the study almost dreamy.
“The campground,” Jo murmured. “The day I was locked in the showers and Daddy let me out. It wasn’t kids. The bastard. It wasn’t kids, it was him. He locked me in there, then he waited around and he took this.”
“That was the day Ginny went missing, wasn’t it? Nearly two weeks now.”
Jo knelt on the floor again, but she wasn’t panicking now. Her hands were steady, her mind focused. She went through photo by photo, coolly. “I can’t be sure of each and every one, but those I can pinpoint were all taken at least that long ago. So I’ll assume they all were. Nothing in the last two weeks. He’s held on to them. He’s waited. Why?”
“He needed time to print them, to select them. To decide which ones to send. He must have other obligations. A job. Something.”
“No, I think he’s very flexible there. He had pictures of me on assignment at Hatteras, and others of me in Charlotte. Day-to-day stuff. He isn’t worried about obligations.”
“All right. Get your purse. We’re going to get the boat and go over to the mainland. We’re taking this, all of this, to the police.”
“You’re right. That’s better than sitting here being afraid.” Very carefully she slipped photo after photo back into the envelope. “I’m sorry, Kate.”
“For what?”
“For not telling you. For not trusting you enough to tell you about what happened.”
“And you should be.” She reached out a hand to help Jo to her feet. “But that’s done now, and behind us. From now on you and everyone else in this house are going to remember we’re a family.”
“I don’t know why you put up with us.”
“Sweetie pie,” Kate smiled and patted Jo’s cheek, “there are times when I wonder the selfsame thing.”




 NINETEEN
“HEY, where y’all going?” Lexy spotted Kate and Jo as they stepped out the side door. Her eyes were bright, her smile brilliant. She was nearly dancing.
“Jo and I have to run over to the mainland on some business,” Kate began. “We’ll be back by—”
“I’m going with you.” Lexy raced through the door, zipping by before Kate could grab her arm.
“Lexy, this isn’t a pleasure trip.”
“Five minutes,” Lexy called back. “It’s only going to take me five minutes to get ready.”
“That girl.” Kate heaved a sigh. “She’s always wanting to be someplace she’s not. I’ll go tell her she has to stay behind.”
“No.” Jo tightened her grip on the pair of envelopes she held. “Under the circumstances it might be better if she knows what’s going on. I think, until we find out something more, she needs to be careful.”
Kate’s heart skipped a beat, but she nodded. “I suppose you’re right. I’ll tell Brian we’re going. Don’t you worry, sweetie.” Kate flicked a hand over Jo’s hair. “We’re going to take care of this.”

BECAUSE she was afraid of being left behind, Lexy was true to her word. She knew Kate would have balked at the little shorts she’d had on, so she changed in record time to thin cotton pants. She brushed her hair out, tied it back in a mint-green scarf in anticipation of the boat trip. On the drive to Sanctuary’s private dock north of the ferry, she freshened her makeup and chattered.
Jo’s ears were ringing by the time they boarded the reliable old cabin cruiser.
Once there had been a glossy white boat with bright red trim. The Island Belle had been her father’s pride and joy, Jo remembered. How many times had the family piled into it, to sail around the island, to streak out over the waves, to take an impromptu run to the mainland for ice cream or a movie?
She remembered steering it, standing on her father’s feet to give her a little more height, with his hands laid lightly over hers on the wheel.
A little to starboard, Jo Ellen. That’s the way. You’re a natural.
But Sam had sold it the year after Annabelle went away. All the replacements since had gone unnamed. The family no longer took dizzying rides together.
Still, Jo knew the routine. She checked the fuel while Lexy and Kate released the lines. Automatically she adjusted her stance to accommodate the slight sway at the dock. Her hands took the wheel easily, and she smiled when the engine caught with a kick and a purr.
“Daddy still keeps her running smooth, I see.”
“He overhauled the engine over the winter.” Kate took a seat, and her agitated fingers twisted the gold chain that draped over her crisp cotton blouse.
She would let Jo pilot, she thought. It would help her stay calm. “I’ve been thinking the inn should invest in a new one. Something spiffier to look at. We could offer tours around the island, stop off at Wild Horse Cove, Egret Inlet, that sort of thing. ’Course that means we’d have to hire on a pilot.”
“Daddy knows the island and the water around it better than anyone,” Jo pointed out.
“I know.” Kate shrugged her shoulders. “But whenever I bring that up, he mutters under his breath and finds something else he has to do. Sam Set-in-His-Ways Hathaway is not an easy man to move.”
“You could tell him how he’d be able to keep an eye on things better if he was in charge.” Jo glanced at the compass, set her heading, and started across the sound. “He could make sure people didn’t trample the vegetation or upset the ecosystem. Put someone else on it, they’re not going to care as much, be as vigilant.”
“It’s a good angle.”
“You buy a new boat, he’ll have a hard time resisting it.” Lexy readjusted the knot in her scarf. “Then you mention how you need to find the right pilot—not only one who’s experienced and competent, but somebody who understands the fragility of the environment and how it needs to be explained to the tourists so they understand why Desire has stayed pure all these years.”
Both Jo and Kate turned to stare at Lexy in astonishment. Lexy spread her hands. “You just have to know how to work people, is all. You talk about educating the tourists on respecting the island and leaving it as they found it and that sort of thing, he’ll not only come around, he’ll end up thinking it was his idea to start with.”
“You’re a sly child, Alexa,” Kate told her. “I’ve always admired that about you.”
“The island’s what matters to Daddy.” Lexy leaned over the rail to let the wind slap her face. “Using that to turn him around isn’t sly, it’s just basic. Can’t you go any faster, Jo? I could swim to Savannah at this rate.”
Jo started to suggest that Lexy do just that, then shrugged. Why not? Why not go fast and free for just a little while? She glanced back at the shoreline of Desire, the white house on the hill, then she gunned the throttle. “Hold on, then.”
At the burst of speed, Lexy let out a whoop, then threw back her head and laughed. Oh, God, but she loved going places. Going anywhere. “Faster, Jo! You always handled these buckets better than any of us.”
“And she hasn’t manned a boat in two years,” Kate began, then shrieked as Jo whipped the wheel around, shooting the boat into a fast, wide circle. Heart thumping, she grabbed the rail while Lexy shouted out for more.
“Look there, it’s Jed Pendleton’s fishing boat. Let’s buzz them, Jo. Give them a taste of our wake and rock them good.”
“Jo Ellen, you’ll do no such thing.” Kate conquered the laugh that sprang to her throat. “You behave yourself!”
Jo shared a rare grin with Lexy before she rolled her eyes. “Yes, ma’am,” she murmured, tongue in cheek, and cut her speed. She sent out a short hail to the fishing boat. “I was just testing her engines and response.”
“Well, now you have,” Kate said primly. “And I expect it’ll be a smooth ride from here on.”
“I just want to get there.” Lexy turned around and leaned back on the rail. “I’m dying to see people walking around. And I’ve just got to do some shopping. Why don’t we all buy something new and pretty? Party dresses. Then we’ll have us a party. Get all dressed up, have music and champagne. I haven’t had a new dress in months.”
“That’s because your closet’s already bursting at the seams,” Jo said.
“Oh, those are ancient. Don’t you ever have to have something new—just have to? Something wonderful?”
“Well, I have been wanting a new dedicated flash,” Jo told her dryly.
“That’s because you’re more interested in dressing your camera than yourself.” Lexy tilted her head. “Something bold and blue for you for a change. Silk. With silk undies, too. That way if you ever let Nathan get down to them, he’ll have a nice surprise. Bet you would, too.”
“Alexa.” Kate held up a hand and counted slowly to ten. “Your sister’s private life is just that—private.”
“What private life? Why the man’s been dying to get inside those baggy jeans she wears since he laid eyes on her.”
“How do you know he hasn’t?” Jo shot back.
“Because,” Lexy said with a slow, feline smile, “once he has, you’re going to be a whole lot more relaxed.”
“If all it takes to relax a woman is a quick roll, you’d be comatose by now.”
Lexy only laughed and turned her head back into the wind. “Well, I’m sure feeling serene these days, honey pie. Which is more than I can say for you.”
“Lexy, that’s enough.” Kate spoke quietly, then rose. “And we’re not going to the mainland to shop. We’re going because your sister’s got troubles. She wanted you to come along so she could tell you about it, so those troubles won’t touch on you.”
“What are you talking about?” Lexy straightened. “What’s wrong?”
“Sit down,” Kate ordered and picked up the envelopes Jo had stowed. “And we’ll tell you.”


TEN minutes later, Lexy was going through the photos. Her stomach was tight, but her hands were steady and her mind was working. “He’s stalking you.”
“I don’t know if I’d call it that.” Jo kept her eyes on the water, on the faint haze that was the mainland.
“It’s exactly that, and that’s how you’re going to put it to the police. There are laws against it. I knew a woman up in New York. Her ex-boyfriend wouldn’t leave her be, kept popping up, calling her, following her around. She lived scared for six months before they did something about it. It’s not right you should have to live scared.”
“She knew who he was,” Jo pointed out.
“Well, you have to figure out who this is.” Because the pictures spooked her, Lexy set them aside. “Did you break up with anybody close to the time this started?”
“No, I haven’t been seeing anyone in particular.”
“You don’t have to think it was in particular,” Lexy reminded her. “He has to think it. Who were you dating—even one date?”
“Nobody.”
“Jo, you had dinner with someone, went to a show, had a quick lunch.”
“Not dates.”
“Don’t be so literal. Problem with you is everything’s just black and white in your head. Just like your pictures. Even those have shades of gray, don’t they?”
Not entirely sure if she was insulted or impressed by her sister’s analogy, Jo frowned. “I just don’t see—”
“Exactly.” Lexy nodded. “You think up a list, then you think of another for men you turned down when they asked you out. Maybe somebody asked you a couple, three times and you figured he gave up.”
“I’ve been busy this past year. There’s hardly anyone.”
“That’s good. It’ll make the odds better on finding the right one.” Lexy crossed her legs, put herself into forming the plotline. “Maybe there’s someone in your building in Charlotte who tried to draw you out, make conversation when you bumped into each other in the hallway. Open your mind now,” Lexy said impatiently. “A woman knows when a man’s got an interest in her, even if she’s got none in him.”
“I haven’t paid much attention.”
“Well, pay attention now, and think. You’re the one who has to stay in control here. You’re not going to let him know he’s got you scared. You’re not going to give him the satisfaction of thinking he can put you in a hospital again.” She reached over, gave Jo’s shoulder a hard shake. “So you think. You’ve always been the smartest one of us. Use your head now.”
“Let me take the wheel, Jo.” Gently, Kate pried Jo’s tensed hands away. “You sit down, take a breath.”
“She can breathe later. Right now she’s going to think.”
“Lexy, ease off.”
“No.” Jo shook her head. “No, she’s right. You’re right,” she said to Lexy, taking a good long look at the sister she’d allowed herself to think of as fluff. This time what she saw was substance. “And you’re asking the right questions—ones I never thought to ask myself. When I go to the police, they’re going to ask the same ones.”
“I expect they are.”
“Okay.” Jo let out an unsteady breath. “Help me out.”
“That’s what I’m doing. Let’s sit down.” She took Jo’s arm, sat with her. “Now, first think about the men.”
“There aren’t many. I don’t draw them like bees to honey.”
“You would if you wanted to, but that’s another problem.” Lexy waved it away with a flick of her hand. Something to be solved later. “Maybe there’s one you come into contact with regularly. You don’t pay much attention, but you see him, he sees you.”
“The only man I see regularly is my intern. Bobby was the one who took me to the hospital. He was there when the last package came in the mail.”
“Well, isn’t that handy?”
Jo’s eyes widened. “Bobby? That’s ridiculous.”
“Why? You said he was your intern. That means he’s a photographer too. He’d know how to use a camera, develop film. I bet he knew where you’d be and what your schedule was whenever you were on assignment.”
“Of course, but—”
“Sometimes he went with you, didn’t he?”
“As part of his training, sure.”
“And maybe he has a thing for you.”
“That’s just silly. He had a little crush at first.”
“Really?” Lexy lifted a brow. “Did you accommodate him?”
“He’s twenty years old.”
“So?” Lexy shrugged it off. “Okay, you didn’t sleep with him. He was a regular part of your life, he was attracted to you, he knew where you’d be, he knew your routine and he knew how to use a camera. Goes to the top of the short list, I’d say.”
It was appalling, even more appalling than the faceless, nameless possibilities. “He took care of me. He got me to the hospital.”
He said he hadn’t seen the print, Jo remembered as her stomach muscles fisted painfully. It had been only the two of them there, and he said he hadn’t seen it.
“Does he know you came back to Sanctuary?”
“Yes, I—” Jo cut herself off, closed her eyes. “Yes, he knows where I am. Oh, God, he knows where I am. I just talked to him this morning. He just called me.”
“Why did he call you?” Lexy demanded. “What did he say to you?”
“I’d left a message for him to get in touch with me. Something I ... I needed to ask him something. He got back to me today.”
“Where was he calling from?” Kate flicked a quick glance over her shoulder.
“I didn’t ask—he didn’t say.” With a supreme effort, Jo reined in the thudding fear. “It doesn’t make any sense for Bobby to have sent the prints. I’ve been working with him for months.”
“That’s just the kind of relationship the police are going to be interested in,” Lexy insisted. “Who else knows where you are—that you’re sure of?”
“My publisher.” Jo lifted a hand to rub her temple. “The post office, the super at my apartment building, the doctor who treated me at the hospital.”
“That means anybody who wanted to know could find out. But Bobby stays top of the list.”
“That makes me feel sick, sick and disloyal. And it’s logical.” Pausing, she squeezed the bridge of her nose between her thumb and fingers. “He’s good enough to have taken the shots—if he worked at it, took his time. He’s got a lot of potential. He still makes mistakes, though—rushes, or doesn’t make the right choices in the darkroom. That could explain why some of the photos aren’t as high-quality as others.”
“What’s wrong with them?” Curious, Lexy slipped some of the prints out again.
“Some of them have hard shadows, or the framing’s off. See here?” She pointed to the shadow falling over her shoulder in one. “Or this one. It’s not crisp, the tones aren’t well defined. Some are mottled in a way I’d say means he used fast film, then overenlarged. Or some are thin—underexposed negatives,” she explained. “And others just lack creativity.”
“Seems pretty picky to me. You look good in most all of them.”
“They aren’t as carefully composed, certainly not as artfully composed, as the others, as the ones taken in Charlotte or on Hatteras. In fact ...”—she began to frown as she went through them again, shot by shot—“if I’m remembering right, it looks to me as though the later the photo was taken, the less professional, the less creative it is. As if he’s getting bored—or careless.
“See here, a first-year student with some talent and decent equipment could have taken this shot of me in the hammock. The subject is relaxed, unaware, the light’s good because it’s filtering through the trees. It’s an easy shot. It’s already laid out. But this one, the beach shot, he should have used a yellow filter to cut the glare, soften the shadows, define the clouds. That’s basic. But he didn’t bother. You lose texture, drama. It’s a careless mistake. He never made them before.”
Quickly, she pulled photos out of the other envelope. “Here’s another beach shot, from Hatteras this time. Similar angle, but he used a filter, he took his time. The texture of the sand, the lift of my hair in the wind, the position of the gull just heading out over the waves, good cloud definition. It’s a lovely shot, really, a solid addition for a show or gallery, whereas the one from home is washed out.”
“Was Bobby on assignment with you there? On Hatteras?”
“No. I worked alone.”
“But there’s a lot of people on Hatteras, compared to Desire. You might not have noticed him. Especially if he wore a disguise.”
“A disguise. Oh, Lexy. Don’t you think I’d have clued in if I saw some guy walking around in Groucho glasses and a funny nose?”
“With the right makeup, a wig, different body language, I could walk right up to you on the street and you wouldn’t recognize me. It’s not that hard to be someone else.” She smiled. “I do it all the time. It could have been this intern of yours or half a dozen people you know. Dye the hair, wear a hat, sunglasses. Put facial hair on or take it off. All we know for sure is that he was there, and he was here.”
Jo nodded slowly. “And he could be back.”
“Yeah.” Lexy put a hand over Jo’s. “But now we’re all going to be watching out for him.”
Jo looked at the hand covering hers. It shouldn’t have surprised her, she realized, to find it there, to find it firm and warm. “I should have told both of you before. I should have told all of you before. I wanted to handle it myself.”
“Now there’s news,” Lexy said lightly. “Cousin Kate, Jo says she wanted to handle something herself. Can you imagine that, the original ‘Get out of my way I’ll do it myself’ girl wanted to handle something on her own.”
“Very clever,” Jo muttered. “I didn’t give you enough credit either, for being willing to be there.”
“More news, Kate.” Lexy kept her eyes on Jo’s. “Why, the bulletins just keep pouring in. Jo didn’t give me enough credit for being an intelligent human being with a little compassion. Not that she or anyone else ever has, but that’s the latest flash coming off the wire.”
“I’d forgotten how good you are at sarcasm—and since I probably deserved both those withering remarks, I won’t ruin it by proving I’m better at sarcasm than you can ever hope to be.”
Before Lexy could speak, Jo turned her hand over and linked her fingers with Lexy’s. “I was ashamed. Almost as much as I was scared, I was ashamed that I’d had a breakdown. The last people I wanted to know about that were my family.”
Sympathy flooded Lexy. Still, she kept a smirk on her face and in her voice. “Why, that’s just foolish, Jo Ellen. We’re southerners. We admire little else more than we admire our family lunatics. Hiding crazy relations in the attic’s a Yankee trait. Isn’t that so, Cousin Kate?”
Amused, and bursting with pride in her youngest chick, Kate glanced back over her shoulder. “It is indeed, Lexy. A good southern family props up its crazies and puts them on display in the front parlor along with the best china.”
Her own quick laugh made Jo Ellen blink in surprise. “I’m not a lunatic.”
“Not yet.” Lexy gave her hand a friendly squeeze. “But if you keep going you could be right on up there with Great-granny Lida. She’s the one, as I recollect, wore the spangled evening dress day and night and claimed Fred Astaire was coming by to take her dancing. Put a little effort into it, you could aspire to that.”
Jo laughed again, and this time it was long and rich. “Maybe we’ll go shopping after all, and I’ll see if I can find a spangled evening dress, just in case.”
“Blue’s your color.” And because she knew it was easier for her than for Jo, Lexy wrapped her arms around her sister and hugged hard. “I forgot to tell you something, Jo Ellen.”
“What’s that?”
“Welcome home.”


IT was after six before they got back to Sanctuary. They’d gone shopping after all and were loaded down with the bags and boxes to prove it. Kate was still asking herself how she’d let Lexy talk her into that frantic ninety-minute shopping spree. But she already knew the answer.
After the hour spent in the police station, they’d all needed to do something foolish.
When they came in through the kitchen, she was already prepared for Brian’s tirade. He took one look at them, the evidence of their betrayal heaped in their arms, and snarled.
“Well, that’s just dandy, isn’t it? That’s just fine. I’ve got six tables already filled in the dining room, I’m up to my elbows in cooking, and the three of you go off shopping. I had to drag Sissy Brodie in here to wait tables, and she hasn’t got any more than a spoonful of sense. Daddy’s mixing drinks—which we’re giving them the hell away to make up for the poor service—and I just burned two orders of chicken because I had to go in there and mop up after that pea-brained Sissy dumped a plate of shrimp fettuccine Alfredo on Becky Fitzsimmons’s lap.”
“Becky Fitzsimmons is in there, and you got Sissy waiting on her?” Tickled down to her toes, Lexy set her bags aside. “Don’t you know anything, Brian Hathaway? Sissy and Becky are desperate enemies since they tangled over Jesse Pendleton, who was sleeping with them both nearly at the same time for six months. Then Sissy found out and she marched right up to Becky outside church after Easter services and called her a no-good toad-faced whore. Took three strong men to pull them apart.”
Reliving the scene with gusto, Lexy pulled the scarf loose and shook her hair free. “Why, a plate of shrimp fettuccine’s nothing. You’re lucky Sissy didn’t take up one of your carving knives there and go after Becky good and proper.”
Brian drew a breath for patience. “I’m counting my blessings right now. Get your pad and get your butt in there. You’re already an hour late for your shift.”
“It’s my fault, Brian,” Jo began and braced herself for the attack when he whirled on her. “I needed Lexy, and I suppose we lost track of time.”
“I don’t have the luxury of losing track of anything, and I don’t need you standing in my kitchen taking up for her when she’s too irresponsible to do what she’s supposed to.” He rattled the lid off the chicken breast he was sautéing and flipped the meat. “And I don’t want you trying to smooth it all over,” he said to Kate. “I don’t have time to listen to excuses.”
“I wouldn’t dream of offering any,” Kate said stiffly. “In fact, I wouldn’t dream of wasting my breath on someone who speaks to me in that manner.” She jerked her chin up and sailed into the dining room to help Sam with bartending duties.
“It was my fault, Brian,” Jo said again. “Kate and Lexy—”
“Don’t bother.” Lexy waved a hand breezily to mask her simmering temper. “He isn’t about to listen—he knows all there is to know, anyway.” She snatched up a pad and stomped through the door.
“Flighty, irresponsible bubblehead,” Brian muttered.
“Don’t talk about her that way. She’s none of those things.”
“What is this? Suddenly the two of you have bonded over the discount rack at the department store? Women buy shoes together and all at once they’re soul mates?”
“You don’t think much of the species, do you? Well, it was women I needed, and women who were there for me. If we were a little later getting back than suits you—”
“Suits me?” He flipped the chicken onto a plate, clenching his teeth as he concentrated on adding side dishes and garnishes. Damned if he’d have women destroying his presentation. “This isn’t about what suits me. It’s about running a business, holding on to the reputation we’ve been building up here for twenty-five years. It’s about being left in the lurch with close to twenty people wanting a good meal served in a pleasant and efficient manner. It’s about keeping your word.”
“All right, you’ve every right to be angry, but be angry with me. I’m the one who dragged them off today.”
“Don’t worry.” He filled a basket with fresh, steaming hush puppies. “I’m plenty angry with you.”
She looked at the pots steaming on the stove, the vegetables already chopped on the cutting board. Dishes were piling up in the sink, and Brian was working awkwardly, hampered by his injured hand.
Left in the lurch was exactly right, she decided. And it had been poorly done by all of them.
“What can I do to help? I could get these dishes—”
“You can stay out of my way,” he said without looking at her. “That’s what you’re best at, isn’t it?”
She absorbed the hit, accepted the guilt. “Yes, I suppose it is.”
She slipped quietly out the back door. Sanctuary wasn’t barred to her, she thought, not as it had been in her dreams. But the road to and away from it was forever rocky and full of potholes.
And Brian was right. She’d always been expert at staying away, at leaving the pleasures and the problems that brewed in that house to others.
She wasn’t even sure she wanted it to be otherwise.
She cut through the forest. If someone was watching her, let him watch, let him snap his goddamn pictures until his fingers went numb. She wasn’t going to live her life afraid. She hoped he was there. She hoped he was close, that he would show himself. Now. This minute.
She stopped, turned in a slow circle, her face grim as she scanned the deep green shadows. A confrontation would suit her mood perfectly. There was nothing she would enjoy better than a good, sweaty physical fight.
“I’m stronger than you think,” she said aloud and listened to the furious tone of her own voice echo back. “Why don’t you come out, face-to-face, and find out? You bastard.” She grabbed a stick, thudded it against her palm. “You son of a bitch. You think you can scare me with a bunch of second-rate photographs?”
She whipped the stick against a tree, pleased by the way the shock wave sang up her arm. A woodpecker sprang from the trunk above her and bulleted away.
“Your composition sucked, your lighting was awful. What you know about capturing mood and texture wouldn’t fill a thimble. I’ve seen better work from a ten-year-old with a disposable Kodak.”
Her jaw set, she waited, eager to see someone, anyone, step out onto the path. She wanted him to charge. She wanted to make him pay. But there was nothing but the whisper of wind through the leaves, the clicking of palmetto fronds. The light shifted, dimming degree by degree.
“Now I’m talking to myself,” she murmured. “I’ll be as loony as Great-granny Lida before I’m thirty at this rate.” She tossed the stick, watched it fly end over end, arcing up, then landing with a quiet thump in the thick brush.
She didn’t see the worn sneaker inches from where it landed, or the frayed cuffs of faded jeans. When she walked deeper into the forest, she didn’t hear the strained sound of breathing struggling to even out, or the harsh whisper that shook with raw emotion.
“Not yet, Jo Ellen. Not yet. Not until I’m ready. But now I’m going to have to hurt you. Now I’m going to have to make you sorry.”
He straightened slowly, considered himself in full control. He didn’t even notice the blood that welled in his palms as he clenched his fists.
He thought he knew where she was going and, familiar with the forest, he cut through the trees to beat her there.





PART THREE
Love is strong as death;
 jealousy is cruel as the grave.





—Song of Solomon




 TWENTY
JO didn’t realize she’d made up her mind to go to Nathan’s until she was nearly there. Even as she stopped, considered changing direction, she heard the pad of footsteps. Adrenaline surged, her fists clenched, her muscles tensed. She whirled, more than ready to attack.
Dusk settled around her, dimming the light, thickening the air. Overhead a slice of twilight moon hung in a sky caught between light and dark. Water lapped slyly at the high grass along the banks of the river. With a rush of wind, a heron rose, soaring away from her and its post.
And Nathan stepped out of the shadows.
He broke stride when he saw her, then stopped a foot away. His shoes and the frayed hem of his jeans were damp from the water grasses, his hair tousled from the quickening breeze. Noting her balls-of-the-feet fighting stance, he raised an eyebrow.
“Looking for a fight?”
She ordered her fingers to uncurl, one by one. “I might be.”
He stepped forward, then tapped his fist lightly on her chin. “I say I could take you in two rounds. Want to go for it?”
“Maybe some other time.” The blood that was singing in her ears began to quiet. He had broad shoulders, she mused. A nice place to lay your head—if you were the leaning sort. “Brian kicked me out,” she said and tucked her hands in her pockets. “I was just out walking.”
“Me, too. I’m done walking for a while.” The hand he’d fisted uncurled, and the fingers of it brushed over her hair. “How about you?”
“I haven’t decided.”
“Why don’t you come inside . . .” He took her hand, toyed with her fingers. “Think about it.”
Her gaze shifted from their hands to his eyes, held steady there. “You don’t want me to come inside and think, Nathan.”
“Come in anyway. Had any dinner?”
“No.”
“I’ve still got those steaks.” He gripped her hand more firmly and led her toward the house. “Why did Brian kick you out?”
“Kitchen crisis. My fault.”
“Well, I guess I won’t ask you to help grill the steaks.” He stepped inside, switched on the lights to cut the gloom. “About all I have to go with them are some frozen fries and a white Bordeaux.”
“Sounds perfect to me. Can I use your phone? I should call, let them know I won’t be back for . . . a little bit.”
“Help yourself.” Nathan walked to the fridge, got the steaks out of the freezer. She was jumpy as a spring, he thought, taking the meat to the microwave to defrost it. Angry on top, unhappy underneath.
He wondered why he had such a relentless need to find the reason for all three. He listened to the murmur of her voice as he puzzled over the buttons on the microwave. He was about to make an executive decision and hope for the best when she hung up the phone and came over.
“This part I know,” she said and punched a series of buttons. “I’m an expert nuker.”
“I do better when the package comes with directions. I’ll start the grill. I’ve got some CDs over there if you want music.”
She wandered over to the stack of CDs beside the clever little compact stereo on the end table beside the sofa. It seemed he preferred straight, no-frills rock with a mix of those early rebels Mozart and Beethoven.
She couldn’t make up her mind, couldn’t seem to concentrate on the simple act of choosing between “Moonlight Sonata” and “Sympathy for the Devil.”
Romance or heat, she asked herself impatiently. What do you want? Make up your damn mind what it is you want and just take it.
“The fire shouldn’t take long,” Nathan began as he stepped back in, wiping his hands on his jeans. “If you—”
“I had a breakdown,” she blurted out.
He lowered his hands slowly. “Okay.”
“I figure you should know before this goes any farther than it already has. I was in the hospital back in Charlotte. I had a collapse, a mental collapse, before I came back here. I may be crazy.”
Her eyes were eloquent, her lips pressed tight together. Nathan decided he had about five seconds to choose how to handle it. “How crazy? Like running-down-the-street-naked-and-warning-people-torepent crazy? Or I-was-abducted-by-aliens crazy? Because I’m not entirely convinced all those abducted-by-aliens types are actually crazy.”
Her mouth didn’t exactly relax, but it did fall open. “Did you hear what I said?”
“Yeah, I heard you. I’m just asking for clarification. Do you want a drink?”
She closed her eyes. Maybe lunatics were attracted to lunatics. “I haven’t run naked in the streets yet.”
“That’s good. I’d have to think twice about this if you had.” Because she started to pace, he decided touching her wasn’t the best next move. He went back to the refrigerator to take out the wine and uncork it. “So, were you abducted by aliens, and if so, do they really look like Ross Perot?”
“I don’t understand you,” she muttered. “I don’t understand you at all. I spent two weeks under psychiatric evaluation. I wasn’t functioning.”
He poured two glasses. “You seem to be functioning all right now,” he said mildly and handed her the wine.
“A lot you know.” She gestured with the glass before drinking. “I came within an inch of having another breakdown today.”
“Are you bragging or complaining?”
“Then I went shopping.” She whirled away, stalking around the room. “It’s not a sign of stability to teeter on the brink of an emotional crisis, then go out and buy underwear.”
“What kind of underwear?”
Eyes narrowed, she glared at him. “I’m trying to explain myself to you.”
“I’m listening.” He took a chance, raising his hand to skim his fingers over her cheek. “Jo, did you really think I’d react to this by backing off and telling you to go away?”
“Maybe.” She let out the air clogging her lungs. “Yes.”
He pressed his lips to her brow and made her eyes sting. “Then you are crazy. Sit down and tell me what happened.”
“I can’t sit.”
“Okay.” He leaned back against the kitchen table. “We’ll stand. What happened to you?”
“I—it was ... a lot of things. Work-related stress. But that doesn’t really bother me. You can use stress. It keeps you motivated, focused. Pressures and deadlines, I’ve always used them. I like having my time designated, my routine set out and followed. I want to know when I’m getting up in the morning, what I’m doing first and second and last.”
“We’ll say spontaneity isn’t your strong suit, then.”
“One spontaneous act and everything else shifts. How can you get a handle on it?”
“One spontaneous act,” he commented, “and life’s a surprise, more complicated but often more interesting.”
“That may be true, but I haven’t been looking for an interesting life.” She turned away. “I just wanted a normal one. My world exploded once, and I’ve never been able to pick up the pieces. So I built another world. I had to.”
He tensed, straightened, and the wine that lingered on his tongue went sour. “Is this because of your mother?”
“I don’t know. Part of it must be. The shrinks certainly thought so. She was about my age when she left us. The doctors found that very interesting. She abandoned me. Was I repeating the cycle by abandoning myself?”
She shook her head and turned back to him. “But it wasn’t just that. I’ve lived with that most of my life. I coped, damn it. I made my choices and I went for it, straight line, no detours. I liked what I was doing, where I was going. It satisfied me.”
Knowing his hand wouldn’t be steady, Nathan set the glass aside. “Jo Ellen, what happened before, what other people did, no matter who they were to us, can’t destroy what we are. What we have. We can’t let that happen.”
She closed her eyes, relieved and soothed by his words. “That’s what I’m telling myself. Every day. I started having dreams. I’ve always had very vivid dreams, but these unnerved me. I wasn’t sleeping well, or eating well. I can’t even remember if that started before or after the first pictures came.”
“What pictures?”
“Someone started sending me photographs, of me. Just my eyes at first. Just my eyes.” She rubbed a hand over her arm to chase away the chill. “It was creepy. I tried to ignore it, but it didn’t stop. Then there was a whole package, dozens of photographs of me. At home, on assignment, at the market. Everywhere I went. He’d been there, watching me.” Her hand rubbed slowly, steadily over her speeding heart. “And I thought I saw ... more. I hallucinated, I panicked. And I broke.”
Rage whipped through him, one hard, vicious lash. “Some bastard was dogging you, stalking you, tormenting you, and you’re blaming yourself for crumbling?” His hands were steady now as he reached out for her, pulled her against him.
“I didn’t face it.”
“Stop it. How much is anyone supposed to face? The son of a bitch, putting you through that.” He stared over her shoulder, wishing viciously he had something to fight, something to pummel. “What’s the Charlotte PD doing about it?”
“I didn’t report it in Charlotte.” Her eyes went wide when he jerked her back. Widened still more when she saw the wild fury in his.
“What the hell do you mean, you didn’t report it? You’re just going to let him get away with it? Just do nothing?”
“I had to get away. I just wanted to get away from it. I couldn’t cope. I could barely function.”
When he became aware that his fingers were digging into her shoulders, he let her go. Snatching up his glass, he paced away from her. And he remembered how she’d looked when he first saw her on the island. Pale, exhausted, her eyes bruised and unhappy.
“You needed sanctuary.”
Her breath came out in three jerks. “Yes, I suppose I did. Today I learned I hadn’t found it. He’s been here.” Resolutely she swallowed the fresh panic in her throat. “He mailed photos of me from Savannah. Photos he’d taken here on the island.”
Fresh fury clawed at him with hot-tipped fingers. Drawing on all of his control, Nathan turned slowly. “Then we’ll find him. And we’ll stop him.”
“I don’t even know if he’s still on the island. If he’ll come back, if . . . I don’t know why, and that’s the worst of it. But I’m facing it now, and I’m going to deal with it.”
“You don’t have to deal with it alone. You matter to me, Jo Ellen. I won’t let you deal with it alone. You’re going to have to face that too.”
“Maybe that’s why I came here. Maybe that’s why I had to come here.”
He set his wine down again so he could take her face in both hands. “I won’t let anyone hurt you. Believe that.”
She did, a little too easily, a little too strongly, and tried to backpedal. “It’s good knowing you’re on my side, but I have to be able to handle this.”
“No.” He lowered his mouth gently to hers. “You don’t.”
Her heart began to flutter in a different kind of panic. “The police said—”
“You went to the police?”
“Today. I ...” She lost her train of thought for a moment as his mouth brushed hers again. “They said they’d look into it, but they don’t have a lot to look into. I haven’t been threatened.”
“You feel threatened.” He ran his hands down to her shoulders, over them. “That’s more than enough. We’re going to make that stop.” He skimmed his lips over her cheek, along her temple, into her hair. “I’m going to take care of you,” he murmured.
The words revolved in her spinning mind, refused to settle. “What?”
He doubted either one of them was ready to face what he’d suddenly realized. He needed to take care of her, to soothe away those troubles, to ease her heart. And he needed to be sure that whatever he did wouldn’t snap the thin threads of the relationship they were just beginning to weave.
“Put it aside for a little while. Take an evening to relax.” He ran his fingers up and down her spine once before drawing back to study her. “I’ve never seen anyone more in need of a rare steak and a glass of wine.”
He was giving her time, she realized. That was good. That was best. She managed to smile. “It does sound pretty good. It would be nice not to even think about all of this for an hour.”
“Then I’ll put the steaks on, you can dig out the fries. And I’ll bore you to tears talking about this new project I have in mind.”
“You can try, but I don’t cry easily.” She turned to the freezer, opened it, then closed it again. “I don’t like sex.”
He stopped one step away from the microwave. It was necessary to clear his throat before he could face her again. “Excuse me?”
“Obviously that’s part of the package we’re putting together here.” Jo linked her hands together. It was best to be up-front about it, she thought. Practical. Especially since the words were out and couldn’t be taken back.
He really had to stop putting his wine down, Nathan decided, and picking it up again, he took one long, slow sip. “You don’t like sex.”
“I don’t hate it,” she said, pulling her fingers apart to wave a hand. “Not like coconut.”
“Coconut.”
“I really hate coconut—even the smell puts me off. Sex is more like, I don’t know, flan.”
“Sex is like flan.”
“I’m ambivalent about it.”
“Uh-huh. Meaning, take it or leave it. If it’s there, fine, but why go out of your way?”
Her shoulders relaxed. “That’s about it. I thought I should tell you so you wouldn’t build up any big expectations if we go to bed.”
He ran his tongue over his teeth. “Maybe you haven’t had any really well-prepared flan ... in your experience.”
She laughed. “It’s all pretty much the same.”
“I don’t think so.” He finished off his wine, set the empty glass down. Her eyes went from amused to wary as he walked toward her. “And I’m compelled to debate the subject. Right now.”
“Nathan, that wasn’t a challenge, it was just a ...” The words slid down her throat when he swept her off her feet. “Wait a minute.”
“I was on the debate team in college.” It was a lie, but he thought it too good a line to miss.
“I haven’t said I was going to sleep with you.”
“What do you care?” He started down the short hallway. “You’re ambivalent, remember?” He laid her on the bed, slid his body over hers. “And a little flan never hurt anybody.”
“I don’t want—”
“Yes, you do.” He lowered his mouth, keeping only a breath between them. “So do I, and I have, right along. You’re in an honest mood tonight, aren’t you, Jo? Tell me you don’t wonder, that you don’t want?”
His body was warm and solid, his eyes clear and direct. “I wonder.”
“That’s good enough.” He crushed his mouth to hers.
The taste of it, the sudden, sharp demand of it, pushed the worries out of her head. Grateful, knowing he would expect no more than what she had, she lifted her arms to wrap around him.
“Your mouth.” He scraped his teeth over that wonderfully overfull top lip. “Christ, I’ve wanted that mouth. It drives me crazy.”
She would have laughed, nearly did. Then his tongue was tangling hotly with hers, and the unexpected burn streaked down to throb between her thighs. It took only her moan to have him diving deeper.
Staggered, she clenched her fists in his hair. He hadn’t kissed her like this before. She hadn’t known that the pressure of mouth to mouth could cause a thousand wild aches in a thousand places. His hands stayed cupped around her face, as though everything he wanted centered only there.
She moved under him, a tremble, then an arch of hips. He had to tear his mouth from hers and press it to her throat to keep himself from rushing both of them. The scent of her skin, that zing of some early spring fragrance, was another welcome shock to his system. He lingered there, tormenting them both until the pulse under his tongue was racing.
He was undoing her, knot by knot. Moment by moment her body loosened, the shifts and quakes inside her spreading, building. There was excitement in not being quite able to catch her breath, not being quite sure where his mouth would travel next. Enchanted, she ran her hands over his shoulders, down his back, pleased with the bunch and flow of male muscle under her fingers.
When his mouth came greedily back to hers, she met it gratefully, delighting in the edgy jolts that snapped through her system. She arched again, mildly frustrated with the barriers that prevented her from taking him inside her. The need for physical release was greater than she had imagined.
He caught the lobe of her ear between his teeth and bit. “We’re not settling for ambivalent this time.”
He eased back, straddling her. The last rays of the sun streaked through the west window and set the air on fire. Her hair haloed around her face, the deep, smoky red of autumn leaves. Her eyes were high-summer blue, her skin the delicate rose of spring.
He lifted her hand, kissing the fingers one by one.
“What are you doing?”
“Savoring you. Your hand’s trembling, and your eyes are full of nerves. I like that.” He scraped his teeth over her knuckle. “It’s exciting.”
“I’m not afraid.”
“No, you’re confused.” He lowered her hand, unfastened the first button of her blouse. “That’s even better. You don’t know what I’m going to make you feel next.”
When her blouse was undone, he parted it, then slowly let his gaze slip down. Underneath she wore a bra of electric blue, the sheen of satin dipping low over the milk-pale swell of her breasts.
“Well, well.” Though his stomach tightened with the need to devour her, he lifted his gaze back to hers. “Who would have thought it?”
“It’s not mine.” She cursed herself when he smiled. “I mean, I only bought it and wore it out of the store to stop Lexy from hounding me.”
“God bless Lexy.” Gently, watching her face, he skimmed his thumbs just above the edge of the satin. Her lashes fluttered, lowered. “You’re holding back on me.” He skimmed his thumbs a fraction lower. “I won’t let you. I want to hear you sigh, Jo Ellen. I want to hear you moan. Then I want to hear you scream.”
She opened her eyes, but her breath caught when he scraped his thumb over her nipple. “Oh, God.”
“You hide too much, and not just this remarkable body. You hide too much of Jo Ellen. I’m going to see it all, and I’m going to have it all before we’re finished.”
He flicked the front hook of the bra, watched her breasts spill free. Then lowering his head, devoured them.
She did moan, then the sounds she made were quick, wild whimpers. The ache was unbearable, unreasonable. She moved restlessly beneath him to soothe it and only deepened the throb.
She dragged at his shirt, yanking it over his head and tossing it violently aside so she could feel hot flesh. The storm crashed inside her, tossing her closer and closer to that high, sharp peak, then dragging her back, just inches back, before she could ride it.
His mouth, his hands streaked over her now, daring her to keep pace, making it impossible for her to do anything but stumble blindly. She writhed, tried to roll free. Anywhere there was air, was an anchor to hold her.
But he held her trapped, imprisoned in that terrifying pleasure. And gave her no choice but to endure the violent war of sensation battling sensation. He pulled her slacks over her hips, revealing the blue swatch of satin. His mouth was on her belly, riding low, his labored breathing thickening the air with hers.
She didn’t hear herself begging, but he did.
He had only to slide a finger under that satin, had only to touch her to have her explode.
Her body convulsed under his, rocked by wave after molten wave of pleasure. He pressed his face to her belly as it quivered, as his own body shuddered in response.
Thank God, thank God, was all she could think when the tension flooded out of her. Her muscles went lax, and she took one grateful gulp of air. Only to expel it again on a muffled scream as those clever, unmerciful fingers drove her up again.
Did she think that was all? The blood throbbed painfully in his head, his heart, his loins as he tore away the thin barrier. Did she think he would let either of them settle for less than madness now? He yanked her hips high and used his tongue to destroy her.
And she did scream.
Her arms flew back, her fingers bouncing off the glossy painted iron posts of the headboard, then gripping desperately as if to keep her body from being swept away. Behind her closed lids lights pulsed violent red, beneath her skin her blood swam dangerously fast. She shattered again, a thousand pieces of her flying free.
Then his hands gripped hers over the bedposts. He plunged into her, filled her, took her ruthlessly to peak again with long, slow, deliberate strokes. Even as her vision wavered, she could see his eyes, the sharp intensity of them, the pure gray edging toward black.
Helpless, she matched his pace, her breath hitching and tearing when he quickened the tempo. Her hips pumping when he began to thrust inside her, hard and fast.
When his mouth came down on hers, she could do nothing but surrender to it. When her body spun finally and completely out of control, she could do nothing but let herself go.
And he could do nothing but let himself follow.


SHE didn’t know if she’d slept. She almost wondered if she’d simply slid into a coma. But it was full dark when she opened her eyes. That, Jo thought hazily, or she’d been struck blind.
He lay over her, his head resting between her breasts. She could feel the rapid beat of his heart, hear the quiet sigh of the wind fluttering through the window screens.
He felt her shift, just slightly. “I’ll stop crushing you in just a second.”
“It’s all right. I can almost breathe.”
His lips curved as he brushed them over the side of her breast, but he rolled over. Before she could move, he’d wrapped an arm around her and pulled her against him. “Flan, my ass.”
She opened her mouth, certain that some pithy comment would come. But there was only laughter. “Maybe I’ve just been off desserts for a while.”
“Then you’ll just have to have seconds.”
She snuggled up against him without thinking. “If we try for seconds, we’ll kill each other.”
“No, we won’t. We’ll get to those steaks first, and I’ll get you a little drunk. Which was my original plan, by the way. Then we’ll have seconds.”
“You planned to get me drunk?”
“That was one of my ideas. Then there was the one about climbing up the trellis to your balcony. Sort of the swashbuckle scenario.”
“You’d have broken your neck.”
“Nah, Brian and I used to monkey up and down that thing all the time.”
“Sure, when you were ten.” She rose onto her elbow, shook her hair back. “You’re about a hundred pounds heavier now, and I doubt you’re as agile.”
“This is no time to call my agility into question.”
She smiled, lowered her brow to his. “You’re absolutely right. Maybe you’ll surprise me one night.”
“Maybe I will. But now ...” He gave her hair a tug before he sat up. “I’m going to cook you dinner.”
“Nathan.” She smoothed a hand over the wrinkled spread while he searched for his jeans. “Why are you going to so much trouble for me?”
He didn’t speak for a moment. He couldn’t be sure of his moves, or his words. After tugging on his jeans he studied her silhouette in the dark. “It only took seeing you again, Jo Ellen. That’s all it took. It knocked the wind out of me, and I still don’t have my breath back.”
“I’m a mess, Nathan.” She swallowed hard and was grateful for the dark so he couldn’t see her face. The longing that had geysered inside of her had to show. “I don’t know what I think or feel about anything. Anyone. You’d be better off shaking loose.”
“I’ve taken the easy way a few times. It usually ends up being dull. So far you’ve been anything but dull.”
“Nathan—”
“You’re really wasting your time arguing with me while you’re sitting naked on my bed.”
She dragged a hand through her hair. “Good point. We’ll argue later.”
“Fine. I’ll just go dump more charcoal on the grill.” And since he planned to have her naked and on his bed again before the evening was over, he didn’t think they’d have much time to argue.




TWENTY-ONE
“STAY.” Nathan wrapped his arms around Jo’s waist, nuzzled the back of her neck. Her hair was still damp from the shower they’d shared. Smelling his soap on her skin aroused him yet again. “I’ll fix you breakfast in the morning.”
She hooked her arm around his neck. It amazed her how easy it was to be this close. “You don’t have anything to fix.”
“Bread. I have bread.” He spun her around so he could feast on that wonderful curve of neck and shoulder. “I’m terrific at toast. I’m famous for my toast.”
“As incredibly appetizing as that sounds ... Nathan.” With a sound caught between a laugh and a moan, she tried to wiggle away from his roving hands. “We really will kill each other, and I have to get back.”
“It’s barely midnight.”
“It’s after one.”
“Well, then, it’s practically morning, you might as well stay.”
She wanted to. As his mouth found hers, persuasively, she badly wanted to. “I have things to straighten out at home. And I have to make it up to Brian for leaving him in such a mess tonight.”
She put her hands to his face, liking the way it felt under her fingers. Cheekbones, jaw, the scrape of beard. Had she ever explored a man’s face this way? Or wanted to?
“And I have to think.” Firmly, she drew away. “I’m a thinker, Nathan. A planner. This is new territory for me.”
He rubbed a thumb over the line that formed between her brows. “You’ll just compel me to keep changing directions on you.”
Fresh nerves skidded over her skin. “Then I’ll have to stay a step ahead. But now, I have to go home.”
He could see her mind was made up, and so he forced himself to readjust the pleasant image of waking beside her in the morning. “I’ll drive you.”
“You don’t have to—”
“Jo.” He put his hands on her shoulders, and his voice was quiet and final. “You’re not going out alone in the dark.”
“I’m not afraid. I’m not going to be afraid anymore.”
“Good for you. I’m still driving you. Or we can argue about it, I can maneuver you back into the bedroom, and drive you home in the morning. Does your father have a gun?”
She laughed, pushed at her bangs. “It’s very unlikely he’d shoot you for sleeping with me.”
“If he does, I’m counting on you to nurse me back to health.” He took his keys from the counter.
“I’m a southern woman,” she said as they started out the door. “I’ll even find a petticoat to tear into bandages.”
“It would almost be worth getting shot for that.”
As she climbed into his Jeep, she asked, “Ever been shot?”
“No.” He slid in beside her and started the engine. “But I had my tonsils out. How much worse could it be?”
“Considerably, I’d imagine.”
She stretched out her legs, leaned back, and shut her eyes. She was tired, but deliciously so. Her muscles were loose, her mind pleasantly fogged. The air felt silky on her skin.
“The nights are best on the island,” she murmured, “when the quiet just rings in your ears and no one else is awake. You can smell the trees and the water. The sea’s a whisper in the background, like a pulse beating.”
“You can be alone and not be lonely.”
“Mmm. When I was a little girl I used to imagine what it would be like if I were all alone, had the island all to myself just for a few days. It would all be mine, everywhere I walked, everywhere I looked. I thought I would like that. But then I dreamed it, and I was afraid. In the dream I kept running and running, through the house, out into the forest, over the beach. I wanted to find someone, anyone, to be there with me. But I was all alone. And I woke up crying for Daddy.”
“Now you take pictures of being alone.”
“I suppose I do.” She let out a sigh and opened her eyes. And there, through the dark, she saw the glimmer of light. “Kate left a light on for me.”
It was comforting, that flicker of home. She watched it dance through the trees, outdo the shadows. Once she’d run away from that light, and once she’d run toward it. She hoped the time would come when she could walk either way without fear.
As they neared the end of the drive, she saw the figure rise from the porch swing. Her stomach did an ungainly roll before Nathan covered her hand with his.
“Stay here. Lock the doors.”
“No, I—” She let out a trembling breath. “It’s Brian,” she said, feeling foolish at the wave of relief that swamped her.
Nathan nodded, also recognizing the figure as Brian stepped into the light. “Okay, let’s go.”
“No.” She gave the hand that covered hers a quick squeeze. “Let’s not complicate it. If he needs to yell at me some more, I deserve it, and I don’t want the two of you eyeing each other and trying to figure out how to handle the fact that you’re friends and you’re sleeping with his sister.”
“He doesn’t appear to be armed.”
It made her laugh, as intended. “Go home.” She shifted, finding it simple to just lean over and touch her lips to his. “Let Brian and me deal with our family baggage. We’re too polite to do a good job of it in front of you.”
“I want to see you tomorrow.”
She opened the door. “Come for breakfast—unless you’re set on having your world-famous toast.”
“I’ll be here.”
She started toward the porch, waiting until she heard his Jeep reverse before she mounted the stairs. “Evening,” she said coolly to Brian. “Nice night for porch sitting.”
He stared at her a moment, then moved so quickly she nearly shrieked. His arms strapped tight around her. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
Stunned speechless, she started to pat his back, then yelped as he jerked her away and shook her.
“It’s your own goddamn fault. So typical, so goddamn Jo Ellen.”
“What?” Insult slapped on top of surprise and had her shoving him. “What the hell are you talking about? Stop manhandling me.”
“Manhandling? I ought to kick your butt up to your ears. Why the hell didn’t you tell somebody what was going on? Why didn’t you let me know you were in trouble?”
“If you don’t let go of me right now—”
“No, you just go on the way you always have, pushing people out of the way so you can—”
He broke off with a grunt as her fist plowed into his stomach. The blow was quick and forceful enough to catch him off guard. Dropping his hands, he eyed her narrowly.
“That hasn’t changed either. You always packed a decent punch.”
“You’re lucky I didn’t aim for that pretty face of yours.” Sniffing, she rubbed her hands over her arms where his fingers had gripped. Damned if she wouldn’t have bruises, she thought. “Obviously you’re in no state to have a reasonable, civilized conversation. So I’m going up to bed.”
“You take one step toward that door and I’ll haul you over my knee.”
She raised herself up on tiptoe and stuck her face in his. “Don’t you threaten me, Brian Hathaway.”
“Don’t you test me, Jo Ellen. I’ve been sitting here for better than two hours worried sick, so I’m in the mood to take you on.”
“I was with Nathan, which you knew very well. And there’s no cause for you to worry about my sex life.”
He gritted his teeth. “I don’t want to hear about it. I don’t want to think about it. I’m not talking about you and Nathan being ... I’m not talking about that.”
Jo bit the inside of her cheek to keep from grinning. Had she known it was so easy to flummox her brother, she would have used that angle years ago.
“Well, then.” Pleased with the point scored, she strolled to the porch swing and sat. She cocked her head as she took out a cigarette. “Just what is it you want to hear about, think about, and talk about, Brian?”
“You can’t pull off the grand Southern Belle number, Jo. It just doesn’t suit you.”
She flicked her lighter on. “It’s late and I’m tired. If you have something to say, say it so I can go to bed.”
“You shouldn’t have been alone.” His voice had gone quiet and drew her gaze. “You shouldn’t have gone through that alone, been in that hospital alone. And I want you to know that the choice of doing that was yours.”
She took a slow drag. “Yes, it was my choice. It was my problem.”
“That’s right, Jo.” He took a step forward, hooking his thumbs in his front pockets to keep his hands from curling into fists. “Your problems, your triumphs, your life. You’ve never seen fit to share any of those things. Why should this be different?”
Her stomach jittered. “What could you have done?”
“I could have been there. I would have been there. Yeah, that shocks the hell out of you, doesn’t it?” he said before she lowered her eyes. “I don’t care how fucked-up this family is, you wouldn’t have gone through that by yourself. And you’re not going to go through the rest of it by yourself.”
“I’ve been to the police.”
“I’m not just talking about the cops, though any pea brain would have gone to them in Charlotte when this started.”
She flicked an ash, took another drag. “You’re going to have to make up your mind whether you want to shame me or insult me.”
“I can do both.”
Annoyed, she flipped the cigarette away, watched the red tip fly through the dark, then disappear into it. “I came home, didn’t I?”
“That, at least, was half sensible. You came home looking like something that had been dragged down five miles of bad road, then you don’t tell anybody what’s wrong. Except Kirby. You told Kirby, didn’t you, after I dragged you over there?” His eyes flashed. “I’ll deal with her later.”
“You leave her alone. I told her about the breakdown and that was all. That’s medical, and she’s not obliged to tell her lover about her patients’ medical histories.”
“You told Nathan.”
“I told him tonight. I told him all of it tonight, because I thought it was only right and fair.” Weary now, she rubbed her forehead. An owl was hooting monotonously somewhere in the cool dark. She wished she could find its tree, climb the branches, and just huddle there in peace.
“Do you want me to go over it all again now, Brian? Do you want chapter and verse and all the little details?”
“No.” He let out a sigh and sat beside her. “No, you don’t have to go over it again. I guess you’d have told me before if the lot of us weren’t so screwed up. I’ve been thinking about that while I’ve been sitting out here working myself up to pound on you.”
“Couldn’t have taken much. You were already mad at me. Kicked me out of the house.”
He let out a quick, rough laugh. “Your own fault you let me. It’s your house too.”
“It’s your house, Brian. It always has been more yours than anyone’s.” It was said gently, with quiet acceptance. “You’re the one who cares most, and tends most.”
“Does that bother you?”
“No. Well, maybe some, but mostly it’s a relief to me. I don’t have to worry if the roof’s going to leak, because you do.”
She tipped her head back, looking up at the glossy white paint of the veranda, then out over the moonlight-sprinkled gardens. The wind chimes were tinkling, the fountain quiet for the night, and the scent of musk roses floated poignantly on the breeze.
“I don’t want to live here. For a long time I thought I didn’t ever want to be here. But I was wrong. I do. Everything here means more to me than I let myself believe. I want to know I can come back now and then. I can sit here on a warm, clear night like this and smell the sweet peas and the jasmine and Mama’s roses. Lexy and me, we just can’t stay here the way you do. But I guess we both need to know that Sanctuary stands on the hill like always and nobody’s going to lock the door on us.”
“No one would.”
“I dreamed the doors were locked and I couldn’t get inside. No one came when I called, and all the windows were dark and empty.” She closed her eyes, wanting it to play back in her mind, wanting to know she could stand against it now. “I lost myself in the forest. I was alone and scared and couldn’t find my way. Then I saw myself standing on the other side of the river. Only it wasn’t me at all. It was Mama.”
“You’ve always had strange dreams.”
“Maybe I’ve always been crazy.” She smiled a little, then looked out into the night. “I look like her, Brian. Sometimes when I see my face in the mirror, it gives me such a jolt. In the end, that’s what pushed me over the edge. When those pictures came, all those pictures of me. I thought one of them was Mama. Only she was dead. She was naked and her eyes were open and staring and lifeless as a doll’s. I looked just like her.”
“Jo—”
“But the picture wasn’t there,” she said quickly. “It wasn’t even there. I imagined it. I’ve always hated seeing pictures of myself, because I see her in them.”
“You may look like her, Jo, but you’re not like her. You finish what you start, you stick.”
“I ran away from here.”
“You got away from here,” he corrected. “You went out to make your own life. That’s different from leaving a life you’d already started and all the people who needed you. You’re not Annabelle.” He draped an arm over her shoulder and let the swing slide into motion. “And you’re only about as crazy as the rest of us around here.”
She laughed. “Well, that’s comforting, isn’t it?”


IT was late when Susan Peters marched out of the rented cottage and stalked toward the cove. She’d had a nasty fight with her husband— and had had to do it in undertones so as not to disturb their friends who’d taken the cottage with them for the week.
The man was an idiot, she decided. She couldn’t even think why she’d married him, much less why she’d stayed married to him for three years—not to mention the two they’d lived together before making it legal.
Every time, every single time, she so much as mentioned buying a house, he got that closed-in look on his face. And he started going on about down payments and taxes and maintenance and money, money, money. What the hell were both of them working their butts off for? Was she supposed to live in an apartment in Atlanta forever?
The hell with the conveniences, she thought, and tossed back her curly mop of brown hair. She wanted a yard, a little garden, a kitchen where she could practice cooking the gourmet dishes she’d taken classes for.
But all she got out of Tom was one day. One day. Well, when was one day going to get here?
Disgusted, she plopped down on the beach, slipping off her shoes so she could dig her toes in the sand while she stared out at the quiet water that lapped and lapped against the hull of the little outboard they’d rented.
He didn’t have any problems spending money on a silly boat so he could go fishing every stupid day they were on Desire.
They had enough for a down payment. She propped her elbow on her knee and watched sulkily as the moon floated overhead. She’d done all the research on financing and balloon payments and interest rates. She wanted that sweet little house on Peach Blossom Lane.
Sure, it would be tight for the first couple of years, but they could manage. She’d been so positive that when she talked to him about building equity and breaking out of the endless cycle of renting month after month, he would come around.
And, oh, it was just about killing her that Mary Alice and Jim were about to settle on that pretty place in the development. A magnolia tree in the front yard and a little patio off the kitchen.
She sighed and wished she’d waited until they’d gotten back home to start working on Tom again. That would have been smarter. She knew how important timing was when dealing with her husband. But she’d gotten so damned upset, she hadn’t been able to stop herself.
When they got back to Atlanta, Tom was going to look at that house on Peach Blossom if she had to drag him by the ear.
She heard the footsteps behind her and stared straight ahead. “No point in coming down here to try to make up, Tom Peters. I’m not nearly finished being mad at you yet. I may never be.”
Furious that he didn’t attempt to talk her out of it, she wrapped her arms around her knees. “You just go on back up and balance your checkbook, since money is all you want. I don’t have another thing to say to you.”
As the silence dragged on, she gritted her teeth and turned her head. “Listen here, Tom—Oh.” Embarrassment heated her cheeks as she looked up into a stranger’s face. “I’m sorry. I thought you were someone else.”
He smiled, charmingly, and with a gleam of laughter in his eyes. “That’s all right. I’m going to think of you as someone else, too.”
Even as the first streak of alarm sent a scream toward her throat, he struck.
It wasn’t going to be perfect, he decided, studying her as she lay crumpled at his feet. He hadn’t planned on this impromptu practice session, but he hadn’t been able to sleep. His mind was so full of Jo, and the sexual need was unexpectedly sharp tonight.
He was very, very annoyed with her. And that only made him want her more.
Then the pretty brunette had just been there, like a gift, sitting all alone by the water under the shifting light of the moon.
A wise man didn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. So to speak, he thought with a chuckle as he hauled her up into his arms. They would just move off a bit, he decided. In case old Tom—whoever he might be—wandered down to the cove.
She was a light load, and he didn’t mind the exercise. He whistled tunelessly as he carried her over the sand and up through a narrow break in the dunes. He would need the moonlight, so he settled on the verges of the swale. It was picturesque, with the moon-silvered bushes, he thought, as he laid her down.
And it was deserted.
He used his belt to tie her hands and one of the silk scarves he always carried to gag her. He stripped her first, pleased to find that her body was trim and athletic. She moaned a little as he pulled off his jeans.
“Don’t worry, darling, you look very pretty, very sexy. And the moonlight flatters you.”
He took out his camera—the Pentax single-lens reflex he liked for portraits—pleased that he’d loaded it with slow film. He wanted fine detail now, knife-edged sharpness. Likely he’d have to do some burning in and dodging in the darkroom to get the contrasts and textures just so.
He would look forward to that, to perfecting the prints.
Whistling under his breath, he fixed his flash and ran off three shots before her eyelids fluttered.
“That’s right, that’s right, I want you to come around now. Slow. A few nice close-ups of that pretty face. The eyes are the best. They always are.”
He grew hard as they opened, dulled with pain and confusion. “Beautiful, just beautiful. Look here, look right here now. That’s the way, baby. Focus.”
Delighted, he captured understanding and fear. He set the camera down as she began to stir. Her movement would blur the shot, and he didn’t have any backup film of faster speed. Still smiling, he picked up the gun he’d laid on his neatly folded jeans. And showed it to her.
“Now, I don’t want you to move. I want you to stay still, really still, and do everything I tell you. The last thing I want to do is use this. Now you understand that, don’t you?”
Tears began to swim in her eyes, then leak out. But she nodded. Terror bubbled in her brain, and though she tried to remain motionless, shudders racked her.
“I’m just going to take your picture. We’re having a photo shoot. You’re not afraid of having your picture taken, a pretty woman like you.”
He exchanged gun for camera and smiled winningly. “Now here’s what I want you to do. Bend your knees. Come on now, that’s the way, and move them over to your left side. You’ve got a lovely body. Why don’t we show it off to its best advantage?”
She did what he asked, her eyes wheeling over to stare at the gun. The chrome glinted and shone. He just wanted pictures, she told herself, as her breath hitched and shuddered. He would leave her alone then. He’d go away. He wouldn’t hurt her.
Terror bulged in her eyes, turned her skin milky white and had him throbbing viciously. His hands began to tremble, signaling him that he could no longer wait for the next stage.
His heart thudded in his head as he carefully set his camera down on his shirt. Very gently he put a hand on her throat and looked deeply into her eyes.
“You’re beautiful,” he murmured. “And you’re helpless. You know that, don’t you? There’s nothing you can do. I’m in control. I have all the power. Don’t I?”
She jerked her head down in a nod, small sobs muffling against the silk. When his hand closed over her breast and squeezed, she moaned out pleas and tossed her head wildly. Her heels dug into the sand as she tried to escape.
He straddled her. “It won’t do you any good.” He shuddered as she bucked and twisted under him. “The more fight you put up, the better I like it. Try to scream.” He squeezed her breasts again, then bent down to bite at them. “Scream, goddamn it. Scream.”
A harsh keening sound ripped out of her, burned her throat. Desperate, she fought against the gag, struggled to use her teeth, her tongue, her lips to drag it aside.
He pried her thighs apart, deliberately bruising the flesh. And thought of Jo as he raped her. Thought of Jo Ellen’s long legs. Jo Ellen’s sexy mouth. Jo Ellen’s heavy-lidded blue eyes, while he pounded himself with sweaty violence into her substitute.
The orgasm was towering, brought tears of surprise and triumph to his eyes. So much better than the last one, he realized, and absently closed a hand over her throat, pressing down only until she stopped fighting.
He’d chosen well this time, he thought, as the climax eased off into sweetness. He’d found his practice angel. The breeze cooled his damp skin when he rose for the camera.
He remembered how the process had been outlined in his journal and reminded himself not merely to duplicate but to improve.
“I may rape you again, I may not.” He smiled, attractive creases forming around his mouth and eyes. “I may hurt you, I may not. It all depends on how you behave. Now you just lie there, angel, and think about that.”
Satisfied that she was quiescent for a while, he changed lenses. Her pupils were enormous black moons with only a sliver of pale brown encircling them, her breathing was short and shallow. He whistled contentedly as he loaded fresh film. He shot the entire roll before he raped her a second time.
And he’d decided to hurt her. After all, the choice, the mood, the control were all completely in his hands.
She stopped fighting him. In all but a physical sense she’d stopped being there. Her body was numb, belonged to someone else. In her mind she was safe, with Tom, sitting together on the patio of their pretty new house on Peach Blossom Lane.
She barely felt him remove the gag. She managed a quiet sob, made a pitiful effort to draw in breath enough to scream.
“You know it’s too late for that.” He said it gently, almost lovingly, as he wound the scarf around her throat. “You’ll be my angel now.”
He tightened the scarf, slowly, wanting to draw out the moment. He watched her mouth open, struggle to suck in air. Her heels drummed on the sand, her body jerked.
His breath became labored, the power flooding him, screaming in his head, racing through his blood. He lost track of the times he stopped, let her claw back to consciousness before he took her to the brink again. He would rise, aim the camera again. Not just one decisive moment, he thought. But many. The fear of death, the acceptance, the flicker of hope as life pumped back. The surrender when it blinked out again.
Oh, he regretted the lack of a tripod and remote.
Finally his system roared past control and he finished it.
Gasping, he murmured endearments, kissed her gratefully. She had shown him a new level, this unexpected angel that fate had tossed at his feet. It had been meant to be, of course. He understood that now. He’d had more to learn before he met his destiny with Jo. So much more to learn.
He removed the scarf, folded it, and laid it reverently over the gun. He took time to pose her, adjusting her hands after he’d freed them. The welts on the wrists troubled him a little until he slid her hands under her head like a pillow.
He thought he would title this one Gift of an Angel.
He dressed, then bundled her clothes. The marsh was too far, he decided. Whatever the gators and other predators had left of Ginny was buried deep there. He didn’t have time for the hike, or energy for the labor.
There were conveniently deep spots in the river, however, and that would do well enough. He would take her to her final resting place, weigh her body down so that it would rest on the slippery bottom.
And then, he decided with a wide yawn, he’d call it a night.




TWENTY-TWO
WHEN Giff slipped out of Lexy’s room and down the back steps, the sky was pearled with dawn. He’d meant to be out of the house and on his way before sunup. But then, he thought with a lazy smile, Lexy had a way of persuading a man to tarry.
She’d needed him. First to work off her mad at Brian, then to tell him about her sister’s troubles. They could talk about things like that, and all manner of other things, tucked in her room, their voices hushed with secrets.
That ease of talking, Giff mused, was just one of the advantages of being in love with someone you’d known since childhood.
Then there was the electric jolt, the unexpected sizzle of surprise, as you got to know that very familiar person on other, more intimate levels. Giff puffed out a breath as he reached for the door. It sure wasn’t any hardship to study Lexy Hathaway on those other levels. The way she’d looked in that little silk nightie she’d bought in Savannah had been enough to make a strong man sink to his knees and praise God for coming up with the brilliant notion of creating Eve.
Getting her out of that sheer little concoction hadn’t been a worrisome task either. In fact, he decided that when he took her to Savannah on Saturday he’d buy her another one, just so he could . . .
The erotic image of Lexy in buttermilk silk fled as he found himself faced with her father. It was a toss-up as to which one of them was more disconcerted, Lexy’s lover, with his hair still tumbled from sex and sleep, or Lexy’s father, with a bowl of cornflakes in his hand.
Both cleared their throats.
“Mr. Hathaway.”
“Giff.”
“I . . . ah . . . I was . . .”
“That plumbing need seeing to again upstairs?”
It was an out, offered as desperately as it was nearly taken. But Giff straightened his shoulders, told himself not to take the coward’s way, and met Sam’s eyes directly. “No, sir.”
Miserably uneasy, Sam set his bowl down and dumped milk onto the cereal. “Well, then,” was all he could think to say.
“Mr. Hathaway, I don’t want you to think I’m sneaking out of your house.” Which of course, Giff admitted, was exactly what he was doing.
“You’ve been running tame in Sanctuary since you could walk.” Leave it alone, boy, Sam prayed. Leave it lie and move along. “You’re welcome to come and go as you please, just like you ever were.”
“I’ve been walking a lot of years now, Mr. Hathaway. And for most of them I’ve been ... I figure you know how I feel about Lexy. How I always have.”
Damn cereal was going to get soggy, Sam thought with regret. “I guess you didn’t grow out of it like most thought you would.”
“No, sir. I’d say it’s more I grew into it. I love her, Mr. Hathaway. My feelings for her are long-standing and steady. You’ve known me and my family all my life. I’m not feckless or foolish. I’ve got some savings put by. I can make a good living with my hands and my back.”
“I don’t doubt it.” But Sam frowned. Maybe he’d barely sipped through his first cup of coffee, but his mind was clear enough to catch the drift. “Giff, if you’re asking me for permission to . . . call on my daughter, seems to me you’ve already opened that particular door, walked in, and made yourself to home.”
Giff flushed and hoped his swallow wasn’t audible. “Yes, sir, I can’t deny the truth of that. But it’s not that particular door I’m speaking of, Mr. Hathaway.”
“Oh.” Sam opened a drawer for a spoon, hoping Giff would take the hint and mosey on before things got any stickier. Then he put the spoon down with a clatter and stared. “Sweet Jesus, boy, you’re not talking about marrying her?”
Giff’s jaw set, his eyes glinted. “I’m going to marry her, Mr. Hathaway. I’d like to have your blessing over it, but either way, I’m having her.”
Sam shook his head, rubbed his eyes. Life just flat refused to be simple, he reflected. A man went along, minding his own business, wanting nothing more than for other people to mind theirs in return, but life just kept throwing tacks under your bare feet.
“Boy, you want to take her on, I’m not going to stand in your way. Couldn’t anyhow, even if I planted my boots in concrete. The two of you are of age and ought to have the sense to know your own minds.” He dropped his hands. “But I’ve got to say, Giff, as I’ve always been fond of you, I think you’re taking on a sack of trouble there. You’ll be lucky to get one moment’s peace from the time you say ‘I do’ till you take your last breath.”
“Peace isn’t a priority of mine.”
“She’ll run through every penny you’ve put by and won’t have a clue where she spent it.”
“She’s not near as foolish as you think. And I can always make more money.”
“I’m not going to waste my breath talking you out of something you’ve got your mind set on.”
“I’m good for her.”
“No question about it. Fact is, you might be the making of her.” Resigned to it, Sam offered a hand. “I’ll wish you luck.”
Sam watched Giff go off with a spring in his step. He didn’t doubt the boy was in love, and if he let himself he could remember what it was like to feel that light in the head, that edgy in the gut. That hot in the blood.
Sam settled in the breakfast nook with his second cup of coffee and his soggy cereal and watched the sky lighten to a bold summer blue. He’d been just as dazed and dazzled by Annabelle as Giff was now with Lexy. It had only taken one look for his heart to jolt straight out of his chest and fall at her feet.
Christ, they’d been young. He was barely eighteen that summer, coming to the island to work on his uncle’s shrimp boat. Casting nets, sweating under a merciless sun until his hands were raw and his back a misery.
He enjoyed every second of it.
He fell in love with the island, first glance. The hazy greens, the pockets of solitude, the surprises around every bend of the river or road.
Then he saw Belle Pendleton walking along the beach, gathering shells at sunset. Long golden legs, willowy body, the generous fall of waving red hair. Eyes as clear as water and blue as summer.
The sight of her hazed his vision and closed his throat.
He smelled of shrimp and sweat and engine grease. He wanted a quick swim through the waves to loosen the muscles the day’s work had aching. But she smiled at him and, holding a pink-lined conch shell, began to talk to him.
He was tongue-tied and terrified. He’d always been intimidated by females, but this vision who had already captured his heart with one smile left him grunting out responses like an ill-mannered ape. He never knew how he’d managed to stutter out an invitation to take a walk the next evening.
Years later, when he asked her why she’d said yes, she just laughed.
You were so handsome, Sam. So serious and stern and sweet. And you were the first boy—and the last man—to make my heart skip a beat.
She’d meant it. Then, Sam thought. After he had worked enough, saved enough money to satisfy him, he’d gone to her father to ask permission for her hand. A great deal more formal that had been, Sam mused, sipping his coffee, than the meeting just now with Giff. There’d been no sneaking out of Annabelle’s bedroom at dawn either. Though there had been stolen afternoons in the forest.
Even when a man’s blood had been cool for years, he remembered what it was like to have it run hot. For the first few years that Annabelle was gone, his blood had heated from time to time. He’d taken care of that in Savannah.
It hadn’t shamed him to pay for sex. A professional woman didn’t require conversation or wooing. She simply transacted business. It had been some time since he’d required that particular service, though. And since AIDS and other potential horrors of impersonal sex scared him, Sam was relieved to have weaned himself away from it.
Everything he needed was on the island. He’d found the peace that young Giff claimed not to want.
Sam sat back to enjoy the rest of his coffee in the quiet. He had to struggle with a hard twinge of irritation when the door opened and Jo walked in. The fact that she hesitated when she saw him and a slight flicker of annoyance moved over her face both shamed and amused him.
Peas in a pod, he decided, who don’t much care to share the pod.
“Good morning.” Damn it, all she’d wanted was a quick slug of coffee before she went out to work. Not just wander or brood, but work. She’d awakened for the first time in weeks refreshed and focused, and she didn’t want to waste it.
“Clear morning,” Sam said. “Thunderstorms and strong winds by evening, though.”
“I suppose.” She opened a cupboard.
Silence stretched between them, long and complete. The trickle of coffee as Jo poured it from pot to cup was loud as a waterfall. Sam shifted, his khakis hissing against the polished wood of the bench.
“Kate told me ... she told me.”
“I imagined she would.”
“Um. You’re feeling some better now.”
“I’m feeling a great deal better.”
“And the police, they’re doing what they can do.”
“Yes, what they can.”
“I was thinking about it. It seems to me you should stay here for the next little while. Until it’s settled and done, you shouldn’t plan on going back to Charlotte and traveling like you do.”
“I’d planned to stay, work here, for the next few weeks anyway.”
“You should stay here, Jo Ellen, until it’s settled and done.”
Surprised at the firm tone, as close to an order as she could remember receiving from him since childhood, she turned, lifted her brows. “I don’t live here. I live in Charlotte.”
“You don’t live in Charlotte,” Sam said slowly, “until this is settled and done.”
Her back went up, an automatic response. “I’m not having some wacko dictate my life. When I’m ready to go back, I’ll go back.”
“You won’t leave Sanctuary until I say you can leave.”
This time her mouth dropped open. “I beg your pardon?”
“You heard me right enough, Jo Ellen. Your ears have always been sharp and your understanding keen. You’ll stay here until you’re well enough, and it’s safe enough for you to leave and go about your business.”
“If I want to go tomorrow—”
“You won’t,” Sam interrupted. “I’ve got my mind set on it.”
“You’ve got your mind set?” Stunned, she strode over to the table and scowled down at him. “You think you can just set your mind on something that has to do with me after all this time, and I’ll just fall in line?”
“No. I reckon you’ll have to be planted in line and held there, like always. That’s all I have to say.” He wanted to escape, he wanted the quiet, but when he started to slide down the bench to get up, Jo slapped a hand onto the table to block him.
“It’s not all I have to say. Apparently you’ve lost track of some time here. I’m twenty-seven years old.”
“You’ll be twenty-eight come November,” he said mildly. “I know the ages of my children.”
“And that makes you a sterling example of fatherhood?”
“No.” His eyes stayed level with hers. “But there’s no changing the fact that I’m yours just the same. You’ve done well enough for yourself, by yourself, up to now. But things have taken a turn. So you’ll stay here, where there are those who can look out for you, for the next little while.”
“Really?” Her eyes narrowed to slits. “Well, let me tell you just what I’m going to continue to do for myself, by myself.”
“Good morning.” Kate breezed in, all smiles. She’d had her ear to the door for the last two minutes and calculated it was time to make an entrance. It pleased her to enter a room in that house and not find apathy or bitterness. Temper, at least, was clean.
“That coffee smells wonderful. I’m just dying for some.”
In a calculated move, she brought a cup and the pot to the table, sliding in beside Sam before he could wriggle away. “Just let me top this off for you, Sam. Jo, bring your cup on over here. I swear I don’t know the last time we sat down for a quiet cup of coffee in the morning. Lord knows, after that chaos in the dining room last night, we need it.”
“I was on my way out,” Jo said stiffly.
“Well, honey, sit down and finish your coffee first. Brian’ll be coming in soon enough to tell us all to scat. You look like you got a good night’s sleep.” Kate smiled brilliantly. “Your daddy and I were worried you’d be restless.”
“There’s no need to worry.” Grudgingly, Jo got her coffee and brought it to the table. “Everything that can be done’s being done. In fact, I’m feeling so much calmer about it all, I’m thinking about going back to Charlotte.” She shot a challenging look at Sam. “Soon.”
“That’s fine, Jo, if you want to send the lot of us to an early grave with worry.” Kate spoke mildly as she spooned sugar into her coffee.
“I don’t see—”
“Of course you see,” Kate interrupted. “You’re just angry, and you have a right to be. But you don’t have the right to take that anger out on those who love you. It’s natural to do just that,” Kate added with a smile, “but it’s not right.”
“That’s not what I’m doing.”
“Good.” Kate patted her hand, as if the matter were settled. “You’re planning to take some pictures today, I see.” She glanced over at the camera bag Jo had set on the counter. “I got out that book that Nathan’s father did on the island. Put it in the public parlor after I’d looked through it again. My, there are some pretty photographs in there.”
“He did good work,” Jo muttered, struggling not to sulk.
“He sure did. I found one in there of Nathan, Brian, and I suppose Nathan’s younger brother. Such handsome little boys. They were holding up a couple of whopping trout and had grins on their faces that stretched a mile wide. You ought to take a look at it.”
“I will.” Jo found herself smiling, thinking of Nathan at ten with a trout on the line.
“And you could think about doing a photo book on the island yourself,” Kate went on. “It would be just wonderful for business. Sam, you take Jo over to the marsh, that spot where the sea lavender’s full in bloom. Oh, and if the two of you go through the forest, along the southwest edge, the path there’s just covered with trumpet vine petals. That would make such a nice picture, Jo Ellen. That narrow, quiet little path just dusted with fallen blossoms.”
She went on and on, chattering out suggestions without giving father or daughter a chance to interrupt. When Brian trooped in the back door and stared, baffled, at the cozy family group, Kate beamed him a smile.
“We’ll be out of your way in just a shake, sweetie. Jo and Sam were just deciding which route they were going to take around the island today for Jo’s pictures. Y’all better get started.”
Kate got up quickly, gathering Jo’s camera bag. “I know how fussy you are about the light and such. You just tell your daddy when it strikes you as right. I can’t wait to see what kind of pictures you get. Hurry along now, before Brian starts to fuss at us. Sam, you get a chance, you take Jo down to where those baby terns hatched a while back. Goodness, look at the time. You two scoot.”
She all but dragged Sam to his feet, kept nudging and talking until she’d shoved them both out the door.
“Just what the hell was that, Kate?” Brian asked her.
“That, with any luck at all, was the beginning of something.”
“They’ll go their own ways when they’re five feet from the house.”
“No, they won’t,” Kate disagreed as she started toward the ringing phone on the wall. “Because neither one of them will want to be the first to take that step away. While they’re each waiting for the other one to back off first, they’ll be heading in the same direction for a change. Good morning,” she said into the receiver. “The Inn at Sanctuary.” Her smile faded. “I’m sorry, what? Yes, yes, of course.” Automatically, she grabbed a pencil and began scribbling on the pad by the phone. “I’ll certainly make some calls right away. Don’t worry now. It’s a very small island. We’ll help in every way we can, Mr. Peters. I’ll come on down there to the cottage myself, right now. No, that’s just fine. I’ll be right along.”
“Mosquitoes getting in through the screen again?” Brian asked. But he knew it was more than that, much more.
“The Peterses took Wild Horse Cove Cottage with some friends for the week. Mr. Peters can’t seem to find his wife this morning.”
Brian felt a quick stab of fear at the base of his spine. He couldn’t ignore it, but told himself it was foolish overreaction. “Kate, it’s not quite seven A.M. She probably got up early and took a walk.”
“He’s been out looking for almost an hour. He found her shoes down by the water.” Distracted, she ran a hand through her hair. “Well, it’s probably just as you say, but he’s terribly worried. I’ll run down there and calm him down, help him look around until she comes wandering home.”
She managed a thin smile. “I’m sorry, sweetie, but this means I’m going to have to wake Lexy up so she can take the breakfast shift in my place this morning. She’s liable to be snappish about it.”
“I’m not worried about Lexy. Kate,” he added as she headed for the door, “give me a call, will you, when Mrs. Peters gets home?”
“Sure I will, honey. Like as not she’ll be there before I make it down to them.”


BUT she wasn’t. By noon Tom Peters wasn’t the only one on Desire who was worried. Other cottagers and natives joined in the search, Nathan among them. He’d seen Tom and Susan Peters once or twice during their stay and had a vague recollection of a pretty brunette of medium height and build.
He left the others to comb the beach and the cove while he concentrated on the swath of land between his cottage and Wild Horse Cove. There was barely an eighth of a mile between them. The verge of his end forested then, giving way to dune and swale. He covered the ground slowly and saw, when he reached the stretch of sand, the crisscrossing footprints of others who had come that way to look.
Though he knew it was useless, he climbed over the dunes. The cove below was secluded, but anyone there would have been spotted half a dozen times by now by others who were searching.
There was only one figure there now, a man who paced back and forth. “Nathan?”
He turned and, seeing Jo mounting the incline between the dunes, held out a hand to help her up.
“I went by your cottage,” she began. “I see you’ve heard.”
“That must be the husband down there. I’ve seen him a couple of times before.”
“Tom Peters. I’ve been all over the island. I was out working this morning, from about seven. One of the Pendleton kids tracked us down an hour or so ago and told us. He said her shoes were down there, by the water.”
“That’s what I heard.”
“People are thinking she might have gone in to swim, and . . . The current’s fairly gentle here, but if she cramped or just swam out too far . . .”
It was a grim scenario, one that had already occurred to him. “Shouldn’t the tide have brought her in by now if that’s what happened?”
“It may yet. If the current carried her along for a while, they could find her down the island at the next tide change. Barry Fitzsimmons drowned like that. We were about sixteen. He was a strong swimmer, but he went out by himself one night during a beach party. He’d been drinking. They found him the next morning at low tide, half a mile down.”
Nathan shifted his gaze to the south, where the waves were less serene. He thought of Kyle, sinking under blue Mediterranean waves. “Where are her clothes, then?”
“What?”
“It seems to me if she’d decided to go swimming, she’d have stripped down.”
“I suppose you’re right. But she might have come down in her bathing suit.”
“Without a towel?” It didn’t quite fit, he decided. “I wonder if anyone’s asked him if he knows what she was wearing when she left the house. I’m going down to talk to him.”
“I don’t think we should intrude.”
“He’s alone and he’s worried.” Nathan kept her hand in his as he started down. “Or he had a fight with his wife, killed her, and disposed of her body.”
“That’s horrid and ridiculous. He’s a perfectly decent, normal man.”
“Sometimes perfectly decent, normal men do the unthinkable.”
Nathan studied Tom Peters as they approached. Late twenties, he decided, about five ten. He looked fit in wrinkled camp shorts and a plain white T-shirt. Probably worked out at the gym three or four mornings a week, Nathan thought. He had a good start on his vacation tan, and though the stubble on his chin gave him an unkempt appearance, his dark blond hair had been cut recently, and cut well.
When he raised his head and Nathan saw his eyes, he saw only sick fear.
“Mr. Peters. Tom.”
“I don’t know where else to look. I don’t know what to do.” Saying the words out loud brought tears swimming into his eyes. He blinked them back, breathing rapidly. “My friends, they went to the other side of the island to look. I had to come back here. To come back here, just in case.”
“You need to sit down.” Gently Jo took his arm. “Why don’t we go back up to your cottage and you can sit down for a while? I’ll make you some coffee.”
“No, I can’t leave here. She came down here. She came down last night. We had a fight. We had a fight, oh, God, it’s so stupid. Why did we have a fight?”
He covered his face with his hands, pressing his fingers against his burning eyes. “She wants to buy a house. We can’t afford it yet. I tried to explain to her, tried to show her how impractical it is, but she wouldn’t listen. When she stormed out I was relieved. I was actually relieved and thought, Well, now, at least I can get some sleep while she goes out and sulks.”
“Maybe she took a swim to cool off,” Nathan prompted.
“Susan?” Tom let out a short laugh. “Swim alone, at night? Not hardly. She’d never go in water past her knees anyway. She doesn’t like to swim in the ocean. She always says she hears cello music the minute it hits her knees. You know,” he said with a faint smile, “Jaws.”
Then he turned back, staring out at the water. “I know people are thinking she might have gone swimming, she might have drowned. It’s just not possible. She loves to sit and look at the ocean. She loves to listen to it, to smell it, but she won’t go in. Where the hell is she? Goddamn it, Susan, this is a hell of a way to scare me into buying a house. I’ve got to go somewhere, look somewhere. I can’t just stand here.”
He raced back toward the dunes and sent sand avalanching down as he rushed up and over them.
“Do you think that’s what she’s doing, Nathan? Putting a scare into him because she’s angry?”
“We can hope so. Come on.” He slipped an arm around her waist. “We’ll take the long way back to the cottage, keep our eyes peeled. Then we’ll take a break from this.”
“I could use a break. From just about everything.”
The wind was rising as they headed through the trough between the surfside dune hummocks and the higher, inland dunes where beach elders and bayberry stabilized the sand. Tracks scored the ground, the scratches from scudding ghost crabs, the three-toed prints from parading wild turkeys, the spots where deer had meandered to feed on seeds and berries.
Human tracks had churned up the sand as well, and the wind would take them all.
Despite the grazing, thousands of white star rush and fragile marsh pinks spread their color.
Would she have walked this way, Jo wondered, alone, at night? It had been a clear evening, and a lonely beach drew troubled hearts as well as contented ones. The wind would have been stiff and fresh. And even after the tide receded, leaving the sand wet, the wind would have chased it along in streamers that scratched at the ankles.
“She could have left her shoes down there,” Jo considered. “If she’d wanted to walk. She was angry, upset, wanted to be alone. It was a warm night. She might have headed down the shoreline, just following the water. That’s more likely than anything else.”
She turned, looking out over the low hillocks to the sea. The wind lifted sand and salt spray, sending the sea oats waving, sifting a fresh coat over the pennywort and railroad vines that tangled.
“Maybe they’ve found her by now.” Nathan laid a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll call and check when we get to the cottage.”
“Where else would she have gone?” Jo shifted, to stare inland where the dunes crept slowly, relentlessly, toward the trees in smooth curves. “It would have been foolish to wander into the forest. She’d have lost the moonlight—and she’d have wanted her shoes. Would she be angry enough with her husband to stay away, to worry him like this because of a house?”
“I don’t know. People do unaccountable things to each other when they’re married. Things that seem cruel or indifferent or foolish to outsiders.”
“Did you?” She turned her head to study his face. “Did you do cruel, indifferent, and foolish things when you were married?”
“Probably.” He tucked the hair blowing across her face behind her ear. “I’m sure my ex-wife has a litany of them.”
“Marriage is most often a mistake. You depend on someone, you inevitably lean too hard or take them for granted or find them irritating because they’re always there.”
“That’s remarkably cynical for someone who’s never been married.”
“I’ve observed marriage. Observing’s what I do.”
“Because it’s less risky than participating.”
She turned away again. “Because it’s what I do. If she’s out somewhere, walking, avoiding coming back, letting her husband suffer like this, how could he ever forgive her?”
Suddenly she was angry, deeply, bitterly angry. “But he will, won’t he?” she demanded, whirling back to him. “He’ll forgive her, he’ll fall at her feet sobbing in relief, and he’ll buy her the fucking house she wants. All she had to do to get her way was put him through hell for a few hours.”
Nathan studied her glinting eyes, the high color that temper had slapped into her cheeks. “You may be right.” He spoke mildly, fascinated that she could shift from concern to condemnation in the blink of an eye. “But you’re heaping a lot of blame and calculation on a woman you don’t even know.”
“I’ve known others like her. My mother, Ginny, people who do exactly what they choose without giving a damn for the consequences or what they do to others. I’m sick to death of people. Their selfish agendas, their unrelenting self-concern.”
There was such pain in her voice. The echo of it rolled through him, leaving his stomach raw and edgy. He had to tell her, he thought. He couldn’t keep blocking it out, couldn’t continue to shove it aside, no matter how hard he’d worked to convince himself it was best for both of them.
Maybe Susan Peters’s disappearance was a sign, an omen. If he believed in such things. Whatever he believed, and whatever it was he wanted, eventually he would have to tell her what he knew.
Was she strong enough to stand up to it? Or would it break her?
“Jo Ellen, let’s go inside.”
“Yeah.” She folded her arms as clouds rolled over the sun and the wind kicked into a warning howl. “Why the hell are we out here, worrying ourselves over a stranger who has the bitchiness to put her husband and friends through this?”
“Because she’s lost, Jo. One way or another.”
“Who isn’t?” she murmured.
It would wait another day, he told himself. It would wait until Susan Peters had been found. If he was daring the gods by taking another day, stealing another few hours before he shattered both their lives, then he’d pay the price.
How much heavier could it be than the one he’d already paid?
When he was sure she was strong, when he was sure she could bear it, he would tell her the hideous secret that only he knew.
Annabelle had never left Desire. She had been murdered in the forest just west of Sanctuary on a night in high summer, under a full white moon. David Delaney, the father he had grown up loving, admiring, respecting, had been her killer.
Jo saw lightning flash and the shimmering curtain of rain form far out to sea. “Storm’s coming,” she said.
“I know.”




TWENTY-THREE
THE first drops hit the ground with fat plops, and Kirby quickened her pace. The search group she’d joined had parted ways at the fork of the path. She’d chosen the route to Sanctuary, and now she shivered a bit as the rain fell through the overhanging limbs and vines to soak her shirt. By the time she reached the verge it was coming down hard, wind-whipped and surprisingly cold. She saw Brian, hatless, shoulders hunched, trooping up the road to her right.
She met him on the edge of the east terrace. Saying nothing, he took her hand and pulled her onto the screened porch. For a moment they simply stood dripping as lightning stabbed the sky in pitchforks and thunder boomed in answer.
“No word?” Kirby shifted her medical bag from hand to hand.
“Nothing. I just came over from the west side. Giff has a group that took the north.” Weary, Brian rubbed his hands over his face. “This is getting to be a habit.”
“It’s been more than twelve hours since she was seen.” Kirby looked out into the driving rain. “That’s too long. They’ll have to call off the search until the storm passes. God, Brian, we’re going to find her washed up after this. It’s about the only explanation left. Her poor husband.”
“There’s nothing to do now but wait it out. You need a dry shirt and some coffee.”
“Yeah.” She dragged her wet hair away from her face. “I do. I’ll take a look at your hand while I’m here and redress it for you.”
“It’s fine.”
“I’ll decide that,” she said, following him in, “after I take a look.”
“Suit yourself. Go on up and get something out of Jo’s closet.”
The house seemed so quiet, isolated in the violent rain. “Is she here?”
“As far as I know, she’s out too.” He went to the freezer, took out some black bean soup he’d made weeks before. “She’ll take shelter, like everybody else.”
When Kirby came back fifteen minutes later, the kitchen smelled of coffee and simmering soup. The warmth eased away the last of the tension in her shoulders. Leaning against the doorway a moment, she indulged herself by watching him work.
Despite his bandaged hand, he was neatly slicing thick slabs from a loaf of brown bread he’d undoubtedly baked himself. His wet shirt clung to him, displaying an attractive outline of muscle and rib. When he looked over at her, his eyes were a cool, misty blue that made her stomach flutter pleasantly.
“It smells wonderful.”
“Figured you hadn’t eaten.”
“No, I haven’t—not since a stale Danish this morning.” She held out the shirt she’d taken from his closet. “Here, put this on. You shouldn’t stand around in wet clothes.”
“Thanks.” He noted that she’d changed into some of Jo’s dull gray sweats. They bagged on her and made her seem all the more delicate. “You look lost in those.”
“Well, Jo’s a good six inches taller than I am.” She lifted a brow as he tugged the wet shirt off over his head. His skin was damp and brown and smooth. “God, you’re attractive, Brian.” She laughed when his brows drew together in what was obviously confused embarrassment. “I get to appreciate your wonderful build on two levels, as a doctor and as a woman. Better put that shirt on, or I might lose control, on both counts.”
“That could be interesting.” Letting the shirt dangle from his fingers, he stepped toward her. “Which would come first?”
“I never let personal leanings interfere with professional obligations.” She trailed a finger up his arm, then down to his wrist. “Which is why I’m going to examine that wound first thing.”
“And second thing?” Before she could answer, he cupped his hands under her elbows and lifted her. When their mouths were level, he leaned forward to toy with her lips.
“Excellent upper body strength.” Her voice was just a little breathless as she wrapped her legs around his waist. “Your pulse is a little elevated,” she murmured, checking the one at his throat with her mouth. “Just a little fast.”
“I’ve got a case on you, Doc Kirby.” Brian turned his face into her hair. It smelled of rain and lemons. “It doesn’t seem to be passing. Fact is, I’m starting to think it’s terminal.” When she went very still, he shifted her until he could see her eyes. “What do you want from me, Kirby?”
“I thought I knew.” Her fingers tingled when she skimmed them over his face. “I’m not sure anymore. Maybe whatever case you’ve got is contagious. Do you have this ache around your heart?”
“Just like it’s being squeezed.”
“And this lifting and sinking sensation in your stomach?”
“All the time lately. So what’s wrong with us, Doc?”
“I’m not sure, but—” She broke off as the screen door slammed. Voices rose and invaded the kitchen. Sighing, Kirby laid her brow against Brian’s until he shifted her hips and set her down.
“Sounds like Lexy and Giff are back.” He kept his eyes on Kirby. “Some of the others are likely with them, and they’ll be looking for a hot meal.”
“Then I’ll help you dish up some soup.”
“I’d appreciate it.” He lifted the lid on the pot, letting steam and scent escape. “We’re going to have to finish this conversation sometime or other.”
“Yes, we are.” She opened a cupboard to get bowls. “Sometime or other.”

FROM Nathan’s porch, Jo watched the rain and smoked restlessly. He’d tried the television when they came in, hoping for a weather report. The cable was already out, so they settled for the radio. Static hissed out, along with the announcer’s listings of small-craft advisories and flash-flood warnings.
They’d lose power if it kept up much longer, she thought. And the ponds and rivers would certainly flood. Already she could see puddles forming and deepening.
“No word yet.” Nathan joined her on the porch. “Some of the search party’s taken shelter at Sanctuary to wait this out.” He laid a towel over her shoulders. “You’re shivering. Why don’t you come inside?”
“I like to watch.” Lightning stabbed the sky and sent an answering jolt into her stomach. “Quick squalls like this are hell to be out in, but they’re exciting from the right vantage point.” She took a deep breath when the sky went hot and white. The sting of ozone lingered on the air. “Where’s your camera? I took mine back home.”
“In the bedroom. I’ll get it for you.”
Impatient, she stabbed out her cigarette in a broken shell. Too much energy, she thought. It was pumping through her, pounding at her. She all but snatched the camera from Nathan when he brought it out. “What kind of film do you have in here?”
“Four hundred,” he said quietly, watching as she quickly examined it.
“Good. That’s fast. I want fast.” She lifted, aimed at the rain-lashed trees, the swinging moss. “Come on, come on,” she muttered, then snapped with the next burst of lightning. “Another, I want another.” Thunder rattled the air as she changed angles, her finger as itchy as if it were on the trigger of a gun.
“I need to get down, shoot up at that tree.”
“No.” Nathan bent to pick up the towel that had fallen from her shoulders. The overhang offered little protection. The two of them were rapidly getting soaked. “You’re not going out there. You don’t know where or when we could have a lightning strike.”
“That’s half of it, isn’t it? The not knowing. The not caring.” She tossed back her head. Recklessness streaked through her, glowed dangerously in her eyes. “I don’t know what I’m doing with you, or when I might get hit next. I don’t seem to care. How much are you going to hurt me, Nathan, and how long will it take me to get over it? And how long before one of us does something cruel, indifferent, or foolish?”
Before he could speak, she grabbed a handful of his hair and dragged his mouth to hers. “I don’t care.” She dug her teeth into his lip.
“You need to care.” Enraged with fate, he caught her face in his hands, pulled her back. His eyes were as dark and violent as the storm whipping the air. “I want you to understand that when I do hurt you, I won’t have a choice.”
“I don’t care,” she repeated, pulling his mouth back to hers. “I only want now. Right now. I want you. I don’t want to think, I don’t want either of us to think. I just want to feel.”
His mind was already hazed as they stumbled through the door. She bobbled the camera, laughing and moaning as he tore at her shirt. “Fast,” she managed. “I still want fast.”
He tumbled with her to the floor, and the camera thudded lightly on the carpet as they ripped off clothes and shoes. Her hands were tangled in her shirt when he thrust inside her. She grappled to free them, the momentary thrill of being helpless and bound adding another layer of excitement. Then she was free, and her fingers dug into his hips to urge him to drive deeper, and harder.
He couldn’t stop himself, and let the speed, the heat, the fury of mating rule them both. If her need was frantic, his was desperate. To take her, to have her, to keep her. One more day, one more hour. A dozen lifetimes.
If his punishment for his father’s sin was to fall in love, so terribly in love, and lose, he would take every moment he could steal before payment came due.
She cried out in grateful relief when the orgasm stabbed through her. His body plunged violently in hers, then stilled. His breath was ragged as he pushed himself back to stare down at her. “Is that what you wanted?”
“Yes.”
“Fast, and heartless.”
“Yes.”
His hand closed in a fist. It was exactly what he’d given her. “Do you think it’s going to stop at that?”
She closed her eyes briefly, then willed herself to open them. “No.”
“Good.” He relaxed his hand, brushed it over her cheek. Another moment stolen, he thought when her eyes opened and met his. “I’d hate to have to argue with you when I’m still wanting you. Give me more, Jo Ellen.” His mouth lowered to tease her. “Don’t make me take it this time.”
Her arms lifted, wrapped around him. “I’m so afraid of you.”
“I know. Give me more anyway. Take a chance.”
His mouth stayed gentle, waiting for hers to answer, then to demand. He wanted more, much more, than that rough and edgy release they’d offered each other. More than the animal lunge of hot blood. When she sighed out his name he knew he had the beginnings of it.
Her mouth grew more hungry, her hands began to roam. Fresh need built in her quickly, as though it had never been met. She craved the taste of his skin and took her mouth on a journey over his face and throat. With a murmur of approval, she rolled with him until she stretched across his body with the freedom to do as she pleased.
The wind kicked, rattling the screen door on its hinges. The house shuddered beneath them. In contrast they moved slowly, almost languidly. Touch and taste, sigh and murmur. She lost herself in the easy sway of it, the shift and glide of bodies, rhythms set and matched.
She thought she could float over him, inch by inch, and wonder as she set each separate muscle to quivering.
He eased her back, sitting up to slide her into his lap. It was tenderness he needed for both of them now, to soothe the pain already suffered. And the pain yet to come.
Their eyes held as he lowered his mouth to hers, took the kiss deep, gradually deep so that the warmth from it flushed over her. The intimacy of it shimmered through her. She might have resisted, she lifted a hand to his chest as if to do so. But her limbs went limp, and she was lost.
And she gave him more.
It was surrender he wanted, for both of them. His and hers. A yielding. Soft, liquid kisses filled them both, nudged them lazily toward excitement. When he cupped her, her moan was quiet and ended on a little gasp of pleasure. He took her up slowly so that the orgasm was long and sleek.
They each trembled, and when she reached for him, thrilling to find him hard and ready, her lips curved against his.
“Again,” she murmured. “Just like that. Again.”
The pleasure rolled through her, layer by layer to whirl in her head like wine. Still shimmering from it, she shifted, until her body was over his and the thick beat of his heart was under her mouth.
“I love what you can do to me.” She slid down, spreading light, open-mouthed kisses down to his belly. “I want to know I can do it to you.”
His skin quivered when she closed that hot, generous mouth over him. Dark pleasure blurred his vision, and the roar in his head drowned out the rain. She drove him to the brink, where he clung to pleasure and control and sanity only by slippery fingertips.
She rose up over him, her body glimmering in the murky light. She lowered to him, took him in, arched back, took him deeper. Her arms lifted up, folded behind her head as if in triumph. Her eyes met his, stared intently into that smoky gray as she began to move.
Slowly, torturously. And her body shivered when his hands closed hard and possessive over her breasts. Smoothly, silkily. His breath caught and strangled as she braced her own hands on his chest.
Her head fell back, her body going arrow-taut and her muscles clamping hard around him as she rode herself to peak. Yet even as her heart tripped, her brain staggered, her system revved greedily for more. She couldn’t bear it, couldn’t stop it. Her body drove, forward, back, racing for new pleasure.
Sweat dewed her skin. When he levered himself up to surround her nipple with his mouth, he tasted salt and heat. She came again, crying out in shock and near panic. Holding tight to her, he let go of the edge and took them both flying.
Her lungs were burning, her throat dry as dust. She tried to swallow, then gave up and dropped her head on his shoulder. When her ears stopped ringing, she heard the silence.
“It’s stopped raining.”
“Mmm-hmm.”
With a laugh she nearly managed to take a full breath. “We’re going to have a hell of a time explaining these rug burns.” Enjoying the sensation, she ran her hands over his damp back. “I need about a gallon of water.”
“I’ll get it.”
“Okay, I’ll wait right here.”
“Though it pains me to admit it, I think I’m a little too weak as yet to cart you over to the sink.” He shifted her weight and grinned as she rolled limply onto the rug.
He got up to fill a glass, then stopped and looked at her. Her skin was rosily flushed all over, her hair a tangled red halo around her face. Her mouth was soft, still swollen and slightly curved in contentment. On impulse he set the glass down and lifted his camera.
Her eyes flew open when she heard the click of the shutter. She yelped, instinctively crossing her arms over her breasts. “What the hell are you doing?”
Stealing moments, he thought. He was going to need them. “Christ, you look good.” He crouched, clicked off another shot as her eyes widened.
“Stop that. Are you crazy? I’m naked.”
“You look incredible. All rumpled and flushed and freshly fucked. Don’t cover yourself. You’ve got beautiful breasts.”
“Nathan.” She only folded her arms more protectively. “Put that camera down.”
“Why?” He lowered it but continued to grin. “You can develop them yourself. Who’s to see? There’s nothing much more artistic and visually stunning than a nude study.”
“Fine.” Keeping one arm strategically bent, she held out a hand. “Let me take you.”
“Sure.” He offered the camera, amused to see her frown of surprise.
“You aren’t the least bit embarrassed.”
“No.”
She angled her head toward the camera he still held. “I want that roll of film.”
“Well, I wasn’t planning on taking it in to Fotomat, darling.” He glanced down, checked the number of shots left. “Just one more in here. Let me take it. Just your face.”
“Just my face,” she agreed and relaxed enough to smile at him. “There. Now I want that film.”
“Okay.” He moved quickly when she lowered her arm and got off the last shot.
“Damn it, you said it was out.”
“I lied.” Roaring with laughter, he rose and set the camera on the table. “But it’s out now. I’ll want to see the contacts so I can pick out the prints I want.”
“If you think I’m going to develop that film, you’re mistaken.” She got up and grabbed the camera.
“The pictures you took of the storm are in there.” He said it with a smile on his face that widened as he saw her struggle between the urge to rip out the roll and ruin it and the need to preserve her own shots.
“That was very sneaky, Nathan.”
“I thought so. Don’t put that back on,” he said when she bent down to retrieve her shirt. “It’s still damp. I’ll get you a dry one.”
“Thanks.” She watched him walk to the bedroom, pursing her lips as she studied his tight, muscular buns. Next time, she decided as she tugged on her slacks, she’d make sure she had her own camera handy.
And with that thought in mind, she unloaded the film and tucked it into her back pocket.
He tossed her a T-shirt when he came back out, then fastened the dry jeans he’d pulled on. “I’ll walk back to Sanctuary with you. We’ll check on the status of things.”
“All right. The search parties will probably be heading out again.” She combed her fingers through her hair to untangle it. “It’s going to be a mess out there from the storm. I’d put some boots on if I were you.”
He glanced down at her olive-green sneakers. “You’re not wearing any.”
“I would if I had them handy.”
“So we’ll both get sloppy.” He took her hand and watched surprise flicker into her eyes when he lifted it to kiss her knuckles. “Then tonight, I’ll take you out to dinner.”
“Out to dinner?”
“Well, in to dinner. We’ll sit in the dining room, look at menus, order wine. I’m told people do that all the time.”
“It’s silly. I live there.”
“I don’t. I want to have dinner with you. The kind of evening where you sit across from each other at a table, with candles in between, have conversation. Where other people pretend they’re not watching us and thinking what an attractive couple we make.” He picked up a ball cap from the coffee table and snugged it over her hair. “And I can look at you all through the meal and think about making love to you again. It’s called romance.”
“I’m not any good at romance.”
“You said that about sex. You were wrong.” He took her hand and walked to the door. “Let’s see how this works out. Maybe Brian will whip up some flan.”
She had to laugh. “People are going to think it’s pretty strange for me to take a table at the inn.”
“It’ll give them something to talk about.” Their feet squelched into the soggy ground when they reached the bottom of the stairs.
The heat was rolling back, sending the steam rising, turning the air thick. The forest looked ripe, fertile, and darkly green. Water dripped and plopped from leaves, sending fresh showers over their heads as they turned toward the river.
“Churned everything up,” Jo commented. “Water’s running high and fast. It may crest over the banks, but I doubt it’ll cause any damage here.”
She detoured for a closer look, philosophically accepting ruined shoes as she sank past her ankles in muck. “Daddy’ll want to take a look, I imagine, but there’s not much to be done. It’ll be more worrisome over at the campground. The beach should be fine, though. The winds weren’t high enough to take down the dunes. We’ll have a nice crop of shells washed up from it.”
“You sound like your father’s daughter.”
Distracted, she looked over her shoulder. “No. I rarely give a thought to what goes on here. During hurricane season I might pay more attention to the weather reports for this area, but we haven’t been hit hard that way in years.”
“Jo Ellen, you love this place. It shouldn’t worry you to admit that.”
“It’s not the center of my life.”
“No, but it matters to you.” He stepped closer. “A lot of things, a lot of people can matter to you without taking over your life. You matter to me.”
Alarm jingled in her heart, and she took a hasty step back. “Nathan—” She nearly fell as the ground sucked at her feet.
“You’re going to end up back in the river.” He took her arms in a firm grip. “Then you’ll accuse me of pushing you in again. That’s not what I’m doing. I’m not pushing you, Jo Ellen. But I’m not going to be sorry if you slip.”
“I like keeping my feet under me, and knowing where the ground gives before I step on it.”
“Sometimes you’ve got to try new territory. This is unexplored ground for me, too.”
“That’s not true. You’ve been married, you—”
“She wasn’t you,” he said quietly and Jo went still in his arms. “I never felt about her the way I’m feeling about you, right now. She never looked at me the way you’re looking at me. And I never wanted her as much as I want you. That was what was wrong with it all along. I didn’t know it, didn’t understand how much of it was my fault until I saw you again.”
“You’re moving too fast for me.”
“Then keep up. And goddamn it, Jo Ellen,” he said with an impatient sigh as he tipped her head back. “Give in a little.”
She tasted the impatience when his mouth met hers, and the need that went deeper than she’d allowed herself to see. The quick flare of panic inside her fought with a shiver of delight. And the warm stream that shimmered in her blood felt like hope.
“Maybe you’re not pushing.” She didn’t resist when he gathered her closer. “But I feel like I’m sinking.” She rested her head on his shoulder, willed her brain to clear. “Part of me just wants to let it happen, and another part keeps fighting to kick back to the surface. I don’t know which is best, for me or for you.”
He needed that glimmer of hope, the whisper in his heart that promised if she loved him enough, if they loved each other enough, they could survive what had happened. And what was to come.
“Why don’t you think about which makes you happier instead of which may be best?”
It sounded so simple that she started to smile. She watched the river flow, wondered if it was time for her just to dive in and see where it took her. She could almost see herself riding that current. See herself rushing along it.
Trapped under the surface, staring up. Dragged down away from air and light.
The scream ripped from her throat, had her sinking to her knees before he could catch her.
“Jo, for God’s sake!”
“In the water. In the water.” She clamped a hand over her mouth to hold back the bubbling hysteria. “Is it Mama? Is it Mama in the water?”
“Stop it.” He knelt beside her, dragged her around by the shoulders until her face was close to his. “Look at me. I want you to stop it. I’m not letting you fall apart. I’m not letting it happen, so you just look at me and pull back.”
“I saw—” She had to gulp for air. “In the water, I saw—I’m losing my mind, Nathan. I can’t hold on to it.”
“Yes, you can.” Desperately he pulled her close. “You can hold on to me. Just hold on to me.” As she shuddered against him, he looked down grimly at the surface of the river.
And saw the pale ghost staring up at him.
“Jesus God.” His arms tightened convulsively on Jo. Then he shoved her back and slid heedlessly into the rising river. “She’s in here,” he shouted, grabbing on to a downed limb to keep himself from being swept clear. “Give me a hand with her.”
“What?”
“You’re not losing your mind.” Panting with the effort, Nathan reached out with his free hand and gripped hair. “There’s someone in here! Help me get her out.”
“Oh, my God.” Without hesitation now, Jo bellied up to the edge, fighting to anchor her toes in the slippery bank. “Give me your hand, Nathan. Try to hold on to her and I’ll help pull you up. Is she alive? Is she breathing?”
He’d gotten a closer look now, a clearer look. And his stomach lurched with horror and pity. The river hadn’t been kind. “No.” He spoke flatly, shifting his grip on the limb. His gaze lifted to Jo’s. “No, she’s not alive. I’ll hold on here, keep her from going downriver. You get to Sanctuary for help.”
She was calm now, cold and calm. “We’ll get her out together,” she said and stretched out her hand.




 TWENTY-FOUR
IT was a hideous, grisly task. Twice Nathan lost his grip as he tried to free Susan Peters’s hair from the spearing branches that had trapped her body. He went under, fiercely blanking out his mind when her arms knocked into his belly. He could hear Jo calling him, concentrated on the desperate calm in her voice, as together they struggled to free what was left of Susan from the river.
Ignoring her lurching stomach, Jo slid farther over the bank, with the water lapping and rushing over her chin when she hooked her arms under the body. Her breath came short and shallow as for one gutwrenching moment she was face-to-face with death.
She knew the shutter in her mind had clicked, capturing the image, preserving it. Making it part of her forever.
Then she hauled, grunting, digging knees and feet into the soggy ground. She let the body roll, couldn’t bear even to watch. She thrust her hands out, felt Nathan’s grip them, slip, clutch again. When he was chest-high out of the water, squirming his way free from the river, she rolled away and retched.
“Go back to the cottage.” He coughed violently, spat to clear the taste of river and death from his mouth.
“I’ll be all right.” She rocked back on her heels, felt the first hot tears flow down her icy cheeks. “I just need a minute. I’ll be all right.”
She had no more color than what they had pulled from the river did, and she was shaking so hard he was surprised he couldn’t hear her bones clattering. “Go back to the cottage. You need dry clothes.” He closed a hand over hers. “You have to call Sanctuary for help. We can’t leave her like this, Jo.”
“No. No, you’re right.” Steeling herself, she turned her head. The body was paste gray and bloated, the hair dark and matted and slick with debris. But she had once been a woman. “I’ll get something to cover her. I’ll get her a blanket.”
“Can you make it on your own?”
She nodded, and though her body felt hollowed out and frighteningly brittle, she pushed herself to her feet. She looked down at him. His face was pale and filthy, his eyes reddened from the water. She thought of the way he’d gone into the angry river, without hesitation, without a thought for anything but what needed to be done.
“Nathan.”
He used the heel of his hand to wipe the mud off his chin, and the gesture was sharp. “What?”
“Nothing,” she murmured. “Later.”
He waited until he heard her footsteps recede, waited until he heard nothing but the roar of the river and the thud of his own laboring heart. Then he pulled himself over to the body, forced himself to turn it, to look. She’d been pretty once—he knew that. She would never be pretty again. Gritting his teeth, he touched her, easing her head to the side until he could see, until he could be sure.
There, scoring her neck, were livid red bruises. He snatched his hand away, drew up his knees and pressed his face into the filthy denim of his jeans.
Sweet Jesus, sweet Jesus. What was happening here?
Fear was worse than grief, sharper than guilt. And when one rolled into the other, it left the soul sickened.
Still, he had himself under control when Jo came back. She hadn’t changed her clothes, but he said nothing, just helped her spread the thin yellow blanket over the body.
“They’re coming.” She scrubbed her fingers over her mouth. “Brian and Kirby. I got Bri on the phone, told him ... told him. He said he’d bring her, a doctor, but wasn’t going to tell anyone else until ...”
She trailed off, looked helplessly into the trees. “Why would she have come up here, Nathan? Why in God’s name would she have gone into the river? Maybe she fell in the dark, hit her head. It’s horrible. I was prepared that we’d find her drowned, washed up on the beach. Somehow this is worse.”
Only yards from his door, was all he could think. Only yards from where he’d just made love to Jo. Where he had dared the gods, he thought with a hard shudder.
Had the body come downriver, or had it been put in here, so close he could almost have seen it from his kitchen window on a clear afternoon?
She slipped her hand into his, concerned that it was still icy and as lifeless as the body that lay on the bank. “You’re soaked through and frozen. Go get into dry clothes. I’ll wait for them.”
“I’m not leaving. I’m not leaving you. Or her.”
Thinking of warmth and comfort, she put her arms around him. “That was the kindest and bravest thing I’ve ever seen anyone do.” She pressed her lips to his throat, wanting to feel him give, respond. “You went in for her. You could have left her, but you went in. Getting her out wouldn’t have mattered to some.”
“It mattered.”
“To you. You’re a good man, Nathan. I’ll never forget what you did.”
He closed his eyes tight, then drew away without touching her. “They’re coming,” he said flatly. Even as he turned, Brian and Kirby came hurrying down the path.
Kirby took a quick look at both of them. “Go inside, get in a hot shower. I’ll take a look at you shortly.” She moved past them and knelt by the blanket.
Jo stood her ground. “It has to be Mrs. Peters. She was caught up on that branch. She must have fallen in sometime last night, and the storm brought her downriver.”
Jo steadied herself, reached for Nathan’s hand again as Brian knelt beside Kirby. Brian nodded grimly when Kirby folded the blanket down.
“That’s her. They came in for meals a couple of times. Goddamn it.” He sat back on his heels, scrubbed his hands over his face. “I’ll go find her husband. We need to take her somewhere—somewhere better than this.”
“No, she can’t be moved.” Kirby fought her words out over the thick beat of her heart. “You need to call the police and tell them to get out here quickly. I don’t believe she drowned.” Gently, she lifted the chin, exposed the raw bruising. “It looks as though she was strangled. She was murdered.”


“HOW could this be? How could this happen?” Lexy curled up tight in the corner of the couch in the family parlor. She gripped her hands together to keep herself from biting her nails. “People don’t get murdered on Desire. People just don’t. Kirby has to be wrong.”
“We’ll find out soon enough.” Kate switched the ceiling fan up to high to try to stir the heavy air. “The police will tell us. Either way, that poor woman’s dead, and her husband . . . Jo Ellen, stop prowling so and sit, drink that brandy. You’re bound to catch a terrible chill.”
“I can’t sit.” Jo continued to pace from window to window, though she couldn’t have said what she was looking for.
“I wish you would sit.” Lexy spoke plaintively. “You’re about to drive me to distraction. I wish Giff was here. I don’t see why he has to be down there with the others instead of here with me.”
“Oh, stop whining for five minutes,” Jo snapped. “Hold your own hand for a change.”
“Don’t. Don’t the two of you start.” Kate threw up her hands. “I can’t stand it just now.”
“And I can’t stand this waiting. I’m going back out.” Jo walked to the door. “I’ve got to see what’s happening. I’ve got to do something.”
“Jo! Don’t go out alone.” Kate pressed a hand to her head. “I’m already worried sick. Please don’t go out there alone.”
Seeing her cousin look suddenly old and shaky, Jo changed her mind. “You’re right. None of us should go out. We’re just in the way. You sit down, Kate. Come on, now.” She took Kate’s arm and led her toward the sofa beside Lexy. “You sit down and have a brandy. You’re worn out.”
“I’ll get the brandy,” Lexy said.
“Just give her mine,” Jo told Lexy as she rose. “I don’t want it.”
“If fussing over me will keep the two of you from snapping at each other, then fuss away.” She took the brandy Lexy offered her and smiled weakly. “We should have fresh coffee for when they come in. I don’t know when Brian last made any.”
“I’ll take care of it.” Lexy leaned down to kiss Kate’s cheek. “Don’t you worry.” But when she straightened she saw Giff in the doorway.
“They’re coming in. They want to talk to Jo.”
“All right.” Jo closed a hand gratefully over the one Lexy touched to her arm. “I’m ready.”


“HOW much longer will they peck at her?” Brian stood on the front porch, listening to the jungle sounds of cicadas and peepers filling the air.
“It can’t be much longer,” Kirby said quietly. “They’ve had her in there nearly an hour. They didn’t keep Nathan more than an hour.”
“She shouldn’t have to go through this. It’s bad enough she found the body, helped drag it out of the water, without having to go over and over it again.”
“I’m sure they’ll make it as easy on her as they can.” She only sighed when he whirled and scalded her with a look. “Brian, there’s nothing else to be done, no other choices to be made. A woman’s been murdered. Questions have to be asked.”
“Jo sure as hell didn’t kill her.” He threw himself down on the porch swing. “It’s easier for you. Big-city doctor. Seen it all, done it all.”
“Maybe that’s true.” She spoke coolly to mask the hurt. “But easier or harder doesn’t change the facts. Someone decided not to let Susan Peters live any longer. They used their hands and they choked the life out of her. Now questions have to be asked.”
Brian brooded into the dark. “They’ll look toward the husband now.”
“I don’t know.”
“They will. It’s the logical step. Something happens to the wife, look to the husband. Odds are, he’s the one who did it. They looked to my father when my mother left. Until they were satisfied she’d just . . . left. They’ll take that poor bastard into some little room. And questions will have to be asked. Who knows, maybe he’s the one who decided not to let Susan Peters live.”
He shifted his gaze to Kirby. She stood very straight, very composed under the yellow glow of the porch light. She still wore Jo’s baggy sweats. But he’d seen her with the police, watched her relay information, rolling clinical terms off her tongue, before huddling over the body with the team from the coroner’s office.
There was nothing delicate about her.
“You should go home, Kirby. There’s nothing else for you to do here now.”
She wanted to weep. She wanted to scream. She wanted to pound her fists against the clear, thin wall he’d suddenly erected between them. “Why are you shutting me out, Brian?”
“Because I don’t know what to do about you. And I never meant to let you in in the first place.”
“But you did.”
“Did I, Kirby? Or did you just jimmy the door?”
Jo’s shadow fell between them before she stepped out. “They’re finished here. The police.”
“Are you all right?” Kirby moved over to her. “You must be exhausted. I want you to go upstairs and lie down now. I can give you something to help you sleep.”
“No, I’m fine. Really.” She gave Kirby’s hand a quick squeeze. “Better, in fact, for having gone through it step by step. I just feel sad and sorry, and grateful to be whole. Did Nathan go back?”
“Kate talked him into going upstairs.” Brian rose, walked closer to study her for himself. She looked steadier than he’d expected. “I don’t think it would take much to persuade him to stay here tonight. Cops may be tromping around the river for hours yet.”
“Then we’ll persuade him. You should stay too,” she said to Kirby.
“No, I’ll be better at home.” She looked at Brian. “There’s no need for me here. I’m sure one of the detectives will drive me back. I’ll just get my bag.”
“You’re welcome to stay,” Brian told her, but she flicked a cool, composed glance over her shoulder.
“I’ll be better at home,” she repeated and let the screen door slam shut behind her.
“Why are you letting her go?” Jo asked quietly.
“Maybe I need to see if I can. Might be for the best.”
Jo thought of what Nathan had said just before the world had gone mad again. “Maybe we all should start thinking about what makes us happy instead of what might be best. I know I’m going to try, because you start running out of chances after a while. I’ve got something to say to you that I’ve passed up plenty of chances to say before.”
He shrugged his shoulders, tucked his hands in his pockets in what Jo thought of as his gloomy Hathaway stance. “Spill it, then.”
“I love you, Brian.” The warmth of saying it was nearly eclipsed by the sheer delight of watching the astonishment on his face.
He decided it was a trick, a feint to distract the eye before she delivered the jab. “And?”
“And I wish I’d said it sooner and more often.” She rose on her toes to press a brief, firm kiss on his suspicious mouth. “Of course, if I had I wouldn’t have the satisfaction of seeing you goggle like a trout on the line right now. I’m going up and make Kate go to bed so she can pretend not to know Nathan’s going to sleep in my room tonight.”
“Jo Ellen.” Brian found his voice by the time she reached the door, then lost it again when she looked back at him.
“Go ahead.” She smiled broadly. “Just say it. It’s so much easier than you think.”
“I love you too.”
“I know. You’ve got the best heart of all of us, Bri. That’s what worries you.” She closed the door quietly, then went upstairs to the rest of her family.


SHE dreamed of walking through the gardens of Sanctuary. The high summer smells, the high summer air. Overhead the moon was as full and clear as a child’s cutout. White on black. Stars were a streaming sea of light.
Monkshood and Canterbury bells nodded gently in the breeze, their blossoms glowing white. Oh, how she loved the pure-white blooms, the way they shone in the dark. Fairy flowers, she thought, that danced while mortals slept.
She felt immortal herself—so strong, so vivid. Raising her arms high, she wondered she didn’t simply lift off the ground and soar. The night was her time as well. Her alone time. She could drift along the garden paths like a ghost, and the ring of the wind chimes was music to dance by.
Then a shadow stepped out of the trees. And the shadow became a man. Immortal, only curious, she walked toward him.
Now running, running through the forest in the blinding dark, with rain lashing viciously at her face. The night was different now, she was different now. Afraid, pursued. Hunted. The wind was a thousand howling wolves with fangs bared and bloody, the raindrops tiny bright-edged spears aimed to tear the flesh. Limbs whipped at her mercilessly. Trees sprang up to block her path.
She was pathetically mortal now, terrifyingly mortal. Her breath caught on a little sob as she heard her hunter call her name. But the name was Annabelle.
Jo ripped away the sheets that tangled around her legs and bolted upright. Even as the vision cleared away, Nathan laid a hand on her shoulder. He wasn’t lying beside her, but standing, and his face was masked in the dark.
“You’re all right. Just a dream. A bad one.”
Not trusting her voice, she nodded. The hand on her shoulder rubbed it once, absently, then dropped away. The gesture was a distant comfort.
“Do you want something?”
“No.” The fear was already fading. “It’s nothing. I’m used to it.”
“It’d be a wonder if you didn’t have nightmares after today.” He moved away from her, walked to the window, turned his back.
She could see he’d pulled on his jeans, and when she ran her head over the sheets beside her, she found they were cool. He hadn’t been sleeping beside her. Hadn’t wanted to, Jo realized. He’d only stayed over at Sanctuary because Kate had made it impossible to refuse. And he was only sharing the bed here because it would have been awkward otherwise.
But he hadn’t touched her, hadn’t turned to her.
“You haven’t slept, have you?”
“No.” He wasn’t sure he would ever close his eyes peacefully again.
Jo glanced at the clock. 3:05. She’d experienced her share of restless three A.M.s. “Maybe you should take a sleeping pill.”
“No.”
“I know this was hell for you, Nathan. There’s nothing anyone can say or do to make it better.”
“Nothing’s ever going to make it better for Tom Peters.”
“He might have killed her.”
Nathan hoped it was true—with all his heart he hoped it. And felt filthy for it.
“They argued,” Jo said stubbornly. “She walked out on him. He could have followed her down to the cove. They kept arguing and he snapped. It would only take a minute, a minute of rage. Then he panicked and carried her away. He’d have wanted the distance, so he put her in the river.”
“People don’t always kill in rage or panic,” he said softly. Bitterness rose into his throat, threatening to choke him. “I have no business being in this house. Being with you. What was I thinking of? Going back. To fix what? What the hell did I think I could do?”
“What are you talking about?” She hated the quaver in her voice. But the sound of his, so hard and cold, chilled her.
He turned back to stare at her. She sat in the big, feminine bed, her knees drawn up defensively, her face a pale shadow. He’d made mistakes all along, he realized. Selfish and stupid mistakes. But the biggest had been to fall in love with her, and to nudge her into love with him. She would hate him before it was done. She would have to.
“Not now. We’ve both had enough for now.” Walking toward her, he thought, was as hard as it would be to walk away. He sat on the side of the bed, ran his hands down her arms. “You need to sleep.”
“So do you. Nathan, we’re alive.” She took his hand, pressed it to her heart. “Getting through and going on—that’s important. It’s a lesson I learned the hard way.” Leaning forward, she touched her lips to his. “Right now, let’s just help each other get through the night.” Her eyes were dark and stayed on his as she tilted her head to warm the kiss. “Make love with me. I need to hold you.”
He let her draw him down, let himself sink. She would hate him before it was done, but for now love would be enough.


IN the morning he was gone, from her bed, from Sanctuary, and from Desire.


“HE left on the morning ferry?” Jo stared at Brian, wondering how he could fry eggs when the world had just turned upside down again.
“I passed him at dawn, heading back to his cottage.” Brian checked his order sheet and spooned up grits. Crises came and went, he thought, but people always managed to eat. “He said he had some business to take care of on the mainland. He’d be a couple of days.”
“A couple of days. I see.” No good-bye, no see you around. No anything.
“He looked pretty ragged around the edges. And so do you.”
“It hasn’t been an easy twenty-four hours for anyone.”
“No, but I’ve still got an inn to run. If you want to be useful, you could sweep off the terraces and patios, see that the cushions are put back out.”
“Life goes on, right?”
“There’s nothing we can do about that.” He scooped the eggs up neatly, the glimmering yolks trembling. “You just do what has to be done next.”
He watched her drag the broom out of the closet and head outside. And he wondered just what in the hell he was supposed to do next.
“I’m surprised people can eat, the way their mouths are running.” Lexy breezed in, exchanged an empty coffeepot for a full one, then slapped down new orders. “One more person asks me about that poor woman, I’m going to scream.”
“There’s bound to be talk, there’s bound to be questions.”
“You don’t have to listen to them.” She gave herself a break, resting a hip against the counter. “I don’t think I got more than ten minutes’ sleep all night. I don’t guess any of us did. Is Jo up yet?”
“She’s out clearing off the terraces.”
“Good. Keep her busy. Best thing for her.” She huffed out a breath when Brian sent her a speculative look. “I’m not brainless, Bri. This has to be harder on her than the rest of us. Harder yet, after what she’s already been through. Anything that keeps her mind off it for a five-minute stretch is a blessing.”
“I never thought you were brainless, Lex. No matter how hard you pretend to be.”
“I’m not going to worry about your insults this morning, Brian. But I am worried about Jo.” She turned to peek out the window and was satisfied to see her sister sweeping violently. “Good manual labor should help. And thank God for Nathan. He’s just exactly what she needs right now.”
“He’s not here.”
She spun back around so fast that the coffee sloshed to the rim of the pot. “What do you mean he’s not here?”
“He went over to the mainland for a few days.”
“Well, what in blue hell for? He should be right here, with Jo Ellen.”
“He had some business to see to.”
“Business?” Lexy rolled her eyes and grabbed the tray of new orders. “Why, isn’t that just like a man, just exactly like one? All of you, useless as a three-titted bull, every last one of you.”
She stormed out, hips twitching. And for some reason Brian found himself in a much lighter mood. Women, he thought. Can’t live with them, can’t dump them off a cliff.


AN hour later Lexy marched outside. She found Jo opening the last of the patio table umbrellas. “Everything’s nice and tidy here, I see. Fine and dandy. Go on up and get a bathing suit. We’re going to the beach.”
“What for?”
“Because it’s there. Go on and change. I’ve got sunscreen and towels here already.”
“I don’t want to sit on the beach.”
“I don’t think I asked what you wanted to do. You need some sun. And if you don’t come along with me for an hour, Brian or Kate will find something else for you to sweep up or scrub.”
Jo looked at the broom with distaste. “There is that. All right. Why not? It’s hot. I could use a swim.”
“Get a move on, then, before somebody catches us and puts us to work.”


JO cut through the breakers, took the roll, then began to swim with the current. She’d forgotten how much she loved being in the ocean—fighting against it, drifting with it. She could hear a girlish squeal in the distance as a couple laughed and wrestled in the surf. Farther out, a young boy, brown as a berry, struggled to catch a wave and ride his inflatable raft back to shore.
When her arms tired, she flipped onto her back. The sun burned down through hazy skies and stung her eyes. It was easy to close them, to float. When her mind drifted to Nathan, she cut it off.
He had a life of his own, and so did she. Maybe she’d started to lean just a little too much. It was good that he’d jerked that shoulder away so abruptly, forced her to regain her own balance.
When he came back—if he came back—she’d be steadier.
With a moan of disgust, she flipped again, letting her face sink into the water.
Goddamn it, she was in love with him. And if that wasn’t the stupidest thing she’d ever done, she didn’t know what topped it. There was no future there, and why would she even think of futures? She turned her head, gulped in air, and began to swim again.
They had come together by accident, through circumstance, and had simply taken advantage of it. If they’d gotten closer than they intended, that was a matter of circumstance too. And circumstances changed. She’d changed.
If coming back to Sanctuary had brought some pain and some misery, it had also brought back to her a strength and clear-sightedness that she’d been missing for far too long.
She planted her feet, let the sand shift under her as she walked through the waves to shore.
Lexy was posed on a blanket, stretched out to show off her generous curves. She rested lazily on an elbow, turning the pages of a thick paperback novel. On the cover was a bare-chested man with amazing and improbable pecs, black hair that swirled over his gleaming shoulders, and an arrogant smile on his full-lipped mouth.
Lexy gave a low, murmuring sigh and flipped a page. Her own hair rippled in the breeze. The curves of her generous breasts rose in smooth, peach-toned swells over the minuscule bikini top on which neon shades of green and pink warred. Her long legs were slicked with lotion, and her toenails were a glitter of coral.
She looked, Jo decided, like an ad for some sexy resort.
Dropping down beside her, Jo picked up a towel and rubbed it over her hair. “Do you do that on purpose, or is it just instinct?”
“What’s that?” Lexy tipped down her rose-lensed sunglasses and peered over the top.
“Arrange yourself so that every male in a hundred yards strains his neck to get a look at you.”
“Oh, that.” Lips curving, Lexy nudged her glasses back in place. “That’s just instinct, sugar. And good luck. You could do the same, but you’d have to put your mind to it some. You’ve gotten your figure back since you’ve been home. And that black tank suit’s not a bad choice. Looks athletic and sleek. Some men go for that.” She tipped her glasses down again. “Nathan seems to.”
“Nathan hasn’t seen me in this suit.”
“Then he’s in for a treat.”
“If he comes back.”
“ ’Course he’ll come back. You’re smart, you’ll make him pay just a little for going off.”
Jo scooped up a handful of sand, let it drift through her fingers. “I’m in love with him.”
“Of course you are. Why wouldn’t you be?”
“In love with him, Lexy.” Jo frowned at the glittering grains of sand that clung to her hand.
“Oh.” Lexy sat up, crossed her pretty legs, and grinned. “That’s nice. You sure took your time falling, but you picked a winner.”
“I hate it.” Jo grabbed more sand and squeezed it into her fist. “I hate feeling this way, being this way. It ties my stomach up in knots.”
“It’s supposed to. I’ve had mine tied up dozens of times. It was always real easy to loosen it up again.” Her mouth went into a pout as she looked out to sea. “Until now. I’m having a harder time of that with Giff.”
“He loves you. He always has. It’s different for you.”
“It’s different for everybody. We’re all built different inside. That’s what makes it so interesting.”
Jo tilted her head. “You know, Lex, sometimes you’re absolutely sensible. I never expect it, then there it is. I guess I need to tell you what I told Brian last night.”
“What’s that?”
“I love you, Lexy.” She bent over and touched her lips to her sister’s cheek. “I really do.”
“I know that, Jo. You’re ornery about it, but you always loved us.” She let out a breath as she decided to make her own confession. “I guess that’s why I got so mad at you when you went away. And I was jealous.”
“You? Of me?”
“Because you weren’t afraid to go.”
“Yes, I was.” Jo rested her chin on her knee and watched the waves batter the shore. “I was terrified. Sometimes I’m still scared of being out there, of not being able to do what I need to do. Or doing it but failing at it.”
“Well, I failed, and I can tell you, it sucks.”
“You didn’t fail, Lexy. You just didn’t finish.” She turned her head. “Will you go back?”
“I don’t know. I was sure I would.” Her eyes clouded, misted between gray and green. “Trouble is, it gets easy to stay here, let time go by. Then I’ll just get old and wrinkled and fat. Oh, what are we talking about this for?”
Annoyed with herself, Lexy shook her head, picked out a cold can of Pepsi from the little cooler beside her. “We should be talking about something interesting. Like, I was wondering . . .”
She popped the top, took a long, cooling sip. Then ran her tongue lazily over her top lip. “Just how is sex with Nathan?”
Jo snorted out a laugh. “No,” she said definitely and rolled over to lie on her stomach.
“On a scale of one to ten.” Lexy poked Jo’s shoulder. “Or if you had to pick one adjective to describe it.”
“No,” Jo said again.
“Just one little bitty adjective. I mean, would it be ‘incredible’?” she asked, leaning down close to Jo’s ear. “Or would it be ‘fabulous’? Maybe ‘memorable’?”
Jo let out a small sigh. “ ‘Stupendous,’ ” she said without opening her eyes. “It’s stupendous.”
“Oh, stupendous.” Lexy waved a hand in front of her face. “Oh, I like that. Stupendous. Does he keep his eyes open or closed when he kisses you?”
“Depends.”
“He does both? That gives me the shivers. You’d never know which. I just love that. So, how about when he—”
“Lexy.” Though a giggle escaped, Jo kept her eyes tightly closed. “I’m not going to describe Nathan’s lovemaking technique for you. I’m going to take a nap. Wake me up in a bit.”
And to her surprise, she dropped like a stone into sleep.




 TWENTY-FIVE
NATHAN paced the aging Turkish carpet in the soaring two-level library of Dr. Jonah Kauffman’s brownstone. Outside, and two dozen stories down, New York was sweltering under a massive heat wave. Here in the dignified penthouse all was cool and polished and worlds away from the bump and grind of the streets.
It never felt like New York inside Kauffman’s realm. Whenever Nathan walked into the grand foyer with its golden woods and quiet colors, he thought of English squires and country houses.
One of Nathan’s earliest commissions had been to design the library, to shift walls and ceilings to accommodate Kauffman’s enormous collection of books in the understated and traditional style that suited one of the top neurologists in the country. The warm chestnut wood, the wide, intricately carved moldings, the tall sweep of triple windows set back to form a cozy alcove had been Nathan’s choices. Kauffman had left it all up to him, chuckling whenever Nathan would ask for an opinion.
You’re the doctor on this case, Nathan. Don’t ask me to collaborate on the choice of structural beams, and I won’t ask you to assist in brain surgery.
Now Nathan struggled to compose himself as he waited. This time around, Kauffman was the doctor, and Nathan’s present, his future, every choice, large or small, that he would ever make were in Kauffman’s skilled hands.
It had been six days since he’d left Desire. Six desperately long days.
Kauffman strode in, slid the thick pocket doors shut behind him. “Sorry to make you wait, Nathan. You should have helped yourself to a brandy. But brandy’s not your drink, is it? Well, I’ll have one and you can pretend to join me.”
“I appreciate your seeing me here, Doctor. And your doing all ... this yourself.”
“Come now, you’re part of the family.” Kauffman lifted a Baccarat decanter from a sideboard to pour two snifters.
He was tall, nearly six five, an imposing man both straight and trim after seventy years of living. His hair remained thick, and he allowed himself the vanity of wearing it brushed back like a flowing white mane. He sported a neat beard and moustache that surrounded his somewhat thin mouth. He preferred the no-nonsense lines of British suits, the elegance of Italian shoes, and he never failed to appear perfectly and elegantly turned out.
But it was his eyes that drew the onlooker’s attention first, and most often held it. They were dark and keen under heavy lids and sweeping black brows. Those eyes warmed as he offered Nathan a snifter. “Sit down, Nathan, and relax. It won’t be necessary to drill into your brain anytime in the foreseeable future.”
Nathan’s stomach did a long, slow turn. “The tests?”
“All of them, and you requested—rather, you insisted on—quite an extensive battery of tests, are negative. I’ve gone over the results myself, as you asked. You have no tumors, no shadows, no abnormalities whatsoever. What you have, Nathan, is a very healthy brain and neuro system. Now sit down.”
“I will.” His legs gave way easily enough, and he sank into the buttery-soft leather of a wingback, man-size chair. “Thank you for all the time and trouble, but I wonder if I shouldn’t get a second opinion.”
Kauffman raised those dramatic black brows. As he sat down across from Nathan, he automatically lifted the pleats of his trousers so they would fall correctly. “I consulted with one of my associates on your tests. His opinion corroborates with mine. You’re welcome, of course, to go elsewhere.”
“No.” Though he didn’t care for brandy, Nathan took a quick swallow and let it slide through his system. “I’m sure you covered all the bases.”
“More than. The CT and the MRI scans were both perfectly normal. The physical you underwent, the blood work and so forth, only served to prove that you’re a thirty-year-old man in excellent health and physical condition.” Kauffman swirled his snifter, brought it to his lips. “Now, it’s time you told me why you felt the need to put yourself through such intensive testing.”
“I wanted to be sure there wasn’t anything physically wrong. I thought I might be having blackouts.”
“Have you lost time?”
“No. Well, how would I know? There’s a possibility that I’ve been blanking out, doing ... something during—what would you call it—a fugue state.”
Kauffman pursed his lips. He’d known Nathan too long to consider him an alarmist. “Have you any evidence of that? Finding yourself in places without remembering how you got there?”
“No. No, I haven’t.” Nathan allowed the relief to trickle through, slowly. “I’m all right, then, physically.”
“You’re in excellent, even enviable physical condition. Your emotional condition is another matter. You’ve had a hideous year, Nathan. The loss of your family is bound to have taken its toll on you. A divorce not long before that. So much loss, so much change. I miss David and Beth so much myself. They were very dear to me.”
“I know.” Nathan stared into those dark, compelling eyes. Did you know? he wondered. Did you suspect? But all he saw on Kauffman’s face was sympathy and regret. “I know they were.”
“And Kyle.” Kauffman sighed deeply. “So young, his death so unnecessary.”
“I’ve had time to cope, to start to accept that my parents are gone.” Even to thank God for it, Nathan thought. “As for Kyle, we hadn’t been close in a long time. Their deaths didn’t change that.”
“And you feel guilty that you don’t grieve for him as you do for them.”
“Maybe.” Nathan set the snifter aside, rubbed his hands over his face. “I’m not sure where the guilt’s rooted anymore. Doctor Kauffman, you were friends with my father for thirty years, you knew him before I was born.”
“And your mother.” Kauffman smiled. “As a man who has three ex-wives, I admired their dedication to each other and their marriage. To their sons. You were a lovely family. I hope you can find comfort in the memory of that.”
And that, Nathan thought with a sinking heart, was the crux of it. There could be no comfort in the memories now, and never would be again. “What would make a man, a seemingly normal man living a perfectly normal life, plan and commit an obscene act? An unspeakable act.”
The pressure on his chest forced Nathan’s heart to beat too hard, too thickly. He picked up the snifter again, but without any desire to drink. “Would he be insane, would he be ill? Would there be some physical cause?”
“I couldn’t say, Nathan, on such general speculation. Do you believe your father committed an unspeakable act?”
“I know he did.” Before Kauffman could speak, Nathan shook his head and rose to pace again. “I can’t—I’m not free to explain it to you. There are others I have to talk to first.”
“Nathan, David Delaney was a loyal friend, a loving husband, and a devoted father. You can rest your mind on that.”
“I haven’t been able to rest my mind on that since the month after he was killed.” Emotions swirled in his eyes, turning them to smoke. “I buried him, Doctor Kauffman, him and my mother. And I’m very tempted to bury the rest. If I could be sure,” he said softly, “that it’s not happening again.”
Kauffman leaned forward. He’d been treating the human condition for half a century and knew there was no healing of the body or the brain without healing of the heart. “Whatever it is you believe he did, you can’t bear the weight of it.”
“Who else can? Who else will? I’m the only one left.”
“Nathan.” Kauffman let out a little sigh. “You were a bright, interesting child, and you have become a talented and intelligent young man. Too often when you were growing up, I saw you shoulder the responsibilities of others. You took on your brother’s far too often for your own good, or for Kyle’s. Don’t make that mistake now over something you can neither change nor repair.”
“I’ve been telling myself that for the last couple of months. ‘Leave it alone, live your own life.’ I’d decided not to dig into the past, to try to concentrate on the present and forge a future. There’s a woman.”
“Ah.” Kauffman relaxed, eased back.
“I’m in love with her.”
“I’m delighted to hear it and would love to meet her. Has she been vacationing on that island you took yourself off to?”
“Not exactly. Her family lives there. She’s spending some time. She’s had . . . difficulties of her own. Actually I met her when we were children. When I saw her again ... well, to simplify, one thing led to another. I could have prevented it.” He moved to the window, to the view of Central Park, which was thick and green with summer. “Perhaps I should have.”
“Why would you deny yourself happiness?”
“There’s something I know that affects her. If I tell her, she’ll despise me. More, I don’t know what it will do to her, emotionally.” Because the park made him think of the forest on Desire, he turned away from it. “Would it be better for her to go on believing something that hurts her but isn’t true, or to know the truth and have to live with pain she might not be able to bear? I’ll lose her if I tell her, and I don’t know if I can live with myself if I don’t.”
“Is she in love with you?”
“She’s beginning to be. If I let things go on as they are, she will be.” A ghost of a smile flitted around his mouth. “She’d hate hearing me say that, as if it were inevitable. As if she had no control over it.”
Kauffman heard the warmth come back into Nathan’s voice. The boy had always been his favorite, he admitted privately. Even among his own grandchildren. “Ah, an independent woman. Always more interesting—and more difficult.”
“She’s fascinating, and she certainly isn’t easy. She’s strong, even when she’s wounded, and she’s been wounded enough. She’s built a shell around herself, and since I’ve seen her again I’ve watched it crack, watched her open up. Maybe I’ve even helped that happen. And inside she’s soft, giving.”
“You haven’t once said what she looks like.” Kauffman found that to be the telling mark. Physical attraction had led him into three hot marriages, followed by three chilly divorces. More was needed for the long, often sweaty, haul.
“She’s beautiful,” Nathan said simply. “She’d prefer to be ordinary, but it’s impossible. Jo doesn’t trust beauty. She trusts competency. And honesty,” Nathan finished, staring down into the brandy he’d barely touched, “I don’t know what to do.”
“Truth is admirable, but it isn’t always the answer. I can’t tell you what choice to make, but I’ve always believed that love, when genuine, holds. Perhaps you should ask yourself which would be more loving, giving her the truth or remaining silent.”
“And if I remain silent, the foundation we build on will already have a crack. Still I’m the only one alive who can tell her, Doctor Kauffman.” Nathan lifted his gaze, and his eyes stormed with emotion. “I’m the only one left.”


NATHAN didn’t return to the island the next day, or the day after. By the third day Jo had convinced herself it didn’t matter. She was hardly sitting around waiting for him to sail across the sound and scoop her up like a pirate claiming his booty.
On the fourth day she was weepy, despising herself for wandering down to the ferry twice a day, hoping to catch sight of him.
By the end of a week she was furious, and spent a great deal of her time snapping at anyone who risked speaking to her. In the interest of restoring peace, Kate bearded the lion in Jo’s room, where she had gone to sulk after a hissing match with Lexy.
“What in the world are you doing holed up indoors on such a pretty morning?” Moving briskly, Kate whisked back the curtains Jo had pulled over the windows. Sunlight beamed in.
“Enjoying my privacy. If you’ve come in here to try to convince me to apologize to Lexy, you’re wasting your time.”
“You and Lexy can fight your own battles, just like always, as far as I’m concerned.” Kate put her hands on her hips. “But you’ll mind your tone when you speak to me, young lady.”
“I beg your pardon,” Jo said coolly, “but this is my room.”
“I don’t care if you’re sitting on top of your own mountain, you won’t bare your claws on me. Now I’ve been as patient as I know how to be these last few days, but you’ve mooned around and snarled around here long enough.”
“Then maybe it’s time I should think about going home.”
“That’s your decision to make. Oh, shake yourself loose, Jo Ellen,” Kate ordered with a snap in her own voice. “The man’s only been gone a week, and he’ll certainly be back.”
Jo firmed her jaw. “I don’t know what, or whom, you’re referring to.”
Before she could stop herself, Kate snorted. “Don’t think you can out la-de-da me. I’ve been at it more years.” Kate sat down on the bed where Jo was sprawled under the pretense of selecting the final prints for her book. “A blind man on a galloping horse could see that Nathan Delaney’s got you in a dither. And it’s likely the best thing to happen to you in years.”
“I am not, in any way, any shape, any form, in a dither.”
“You’re more than halfway in love with him, and it wouldn’t surprise me in the least if he’d gone off like this to nudge you over the rest of the way.”
Since that hadn’t occurred to her, Jo felt her blood heat to a boil. “Then he’s made a very large miscalculation. Going off without a word is hardly the way to win my affections.”
“Then do you want him to know you’ve been moping around here the whole time he’s been gone?” Kate lifted a brow as she saw the flush of anger heat Jo’s cheeks. “There are plenty who’d be happy to tell him so if you keep this up. I’d hate for you to give him that satisfaction.”
“I don’t intend to give him so much as the time of day, should he decide to come back.”
Kate patted Jo’s knee. “I couldn’t agree more.”
Wary of a trap, Jo narrowed her eyes. “I thought you liked him.”
“I do. I like him very much, but that doesn’t mean I don’t think he deserves a good swift kick in the rear end for making you unhappy. And I’d be mighty disappointed in you if you gave him the opportunity to crow over it. So get up,” she ordered, rising herself. “Go on about your business. Take your camera and go along. And when he comes back, all he’ll see is that your life went on without him.”
“You’re right. You’re absolutely right. I’m going to call my publisher and give them the final go-ahead on the last prints. Then I’m going to go out, take some new shots. I’ve got an idea for another book.”
Kate smiled as Jo scrambled up and began to pull her shoes on. “That’s wonderful. You’ll have pictures of the island in it, then.”
“All of them. People this time, too. Faces. No one’s going to accuse me of being lonely, of hiding behind the lens. I’ve got more than one facet to me.”
“Of course you do, sweetie pie. I’ll get out of your way so you can get to work.” All but vibrating with the pleasure of success, Kate strolled out. Maybe now, she thought, they’d have some peace.


THE adrenaline carried Jo through that day and into the next. It fueled her, this new ambition. For the first time in her career, she hunted up faces with enthusiasm, began to study and dissect them. She thrilled at the way Giff’s eyes twinkled under the brim of his cap, the way his hand gripped a hammer.
She hounded Brian in the kitchen, using charm when she could, threats when she couldn’t, to draw the right expression, to produce the right body language.
Lexy was easy. She would pose endlessly. But Jo’s favorite shot was one of Lexy and Giff, the foolishly happy expressions on their faces as Giff swept Lexy up to spin her in circles just on the edge of the garden.
She even trooped after her father, using silence to lull him into relaxing, then capturing the quiet thoughtfulness in his face as he looked out over the salt marsh.
“It’s time you put that thing away.” Sam’s brows drew together in irritated embarrassment as she aimed the camera at him again. “Run along and play with that somewhere else.”
“It stopped being play when they started paying me. Turn just a little to the right and look out toward the water.”
He didn’t move a muscle. “I don’t recollect you ever being such a pest before.”
“I’ll have you know I’m a very famous photographer. Thousands cheer when I aim my lens.” She clicked quickly when a faint smile tugged at his mouth. “You’re so handsome, Daddy. And you look so masterful out here.”
“You’re so damned famous, you shouldn’t have to flatter people to get their picture.”
She laughed and lowered the camera. “True enough. But you are handsome. I was taking some shots over at Elsie Pendleton’s. The Widow Pendleton,” Jo added, wiggling her eyebrows. “She made a point to ask after you. Several times.”
“Elsie Pendleton’s been looking for a man to replace the one she buried since she tossed the first handful of dirt on his coffin. It ain’t by any means going to be me.”
“For which good sense your family thanks you.”
He found his lips trembling again, shook his head as much over the reaction as the cause. “You’re awfully chipper today.”
“A nice change, don’t you think? I got tired of myself.” She crouched down to change lenses. “And it occurred to me that a corner needed to be turned. Maybe coming here was the start of it.” She paused for a moment, just to look out over the shimmering marsh. “Facing some things, myself included. And realizing that maybe if I didn’t feel loved, it was because I hadn’t let anyone love me.”
She glanced up, saw that he was watching her, searching her face. “Don’t look for her in me, Daddy.” Jo closed her eyes as the pain stabbed through her. “Don’t look for her in me anymore. It hurts me when you do.”
“Jo Ellen—”
“All my life I’ve tried to stop looking like her. In college when the other girls were fussing and primping, I held back. If I fussed I’d have to look in the mirror. And I’d see her, just the way you do when you look at me.” Her eyes swam as she straightened. “What do I have to do, Daddy, to make you see who I am?”
“I do see. I can’t help but see her too, but I do see you, Jo Ellen. Don’t go spilling over on me here. I’m useless with that female stuff.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets and turned away. “You get hold of yourself now. It’s Lexy who leaks at the drop of a hat, not you. Damn girl’ll leak if you look cross-eyed, and if she isn’t leaking she’s flouncing. She don’t marry that Giff soon and get on with things, I’ll lose my mind.”
Jo gave a watery chuckle. “Why, Daddy, I didn’t know you loved her enough to let her drive you crazy.”
“ ’Course I love her. She’s mine, isn’t she?” He spoke gruffly and made himself turn back to face Jo. “So are you.”
“Yes.” She smiled and let the ache pass away. “So am I.”


WHEN the light no longer pleased her, Jo locked herself in her darkroom. There was excitement there as well. From film to negatives, from negatives to contacts. These she pored over, scrutinizing details, flaws, shadows through her loupe.
Out of a dozen she might select one that satisfied her strict requirements. Still, her drying line filled rapidly with prints she felt were worthy. When she came to an unmarked roll of film, she clicked her tongue in annoyance.
Careless of her, she thought. She set the timer, flicked off the lights, and began the developing process. The dark soothed her. She could move competently, even mechanically, by feel alone. Anticipation hummed. What would she see here, what would she find? What frozen moment would be preserved forever simply because she had chosen it?
She turned on the red bulb, washed the room in that eerie workman’s lighting. And gave a choked cry that was part shock, part laughter as she stared at the negative of herself, nude, sprawled on Nathan’s carpet.
“Jesus, that’ll teach me not to mark film.”
She held up the roll, studying the other negatives. The ones she’d taken of the storm looked promising. And her mouth pursed as she examined the earlier shots, ones Nathan must have taken along the way.
There was one of dunes, across the meadow where the flowers were blooming and the sea beyond rolled in a high, frothy crest.
Decent composition, she mused. For an amateur. Of course if she bothered to take it to contact stage, she’d undoubtedly find several major flaws.
Her eyes were drawn back to the end of the roll. Her own face, her own body. Even as her hand reached for the scissors to destroy the negatives, she paused. Was she going to be that prudish, that stubborn, and not satisfy her own curiosity?
She was the only one who had to see them, after all.
On impulse, she set back to work. It couldn’t hurt to make a set of contacts from the roll. She could destroy the ones of herself later. After she’d taken a good look at them.
She didn’t hum along with the radio as she worked now. She felt too uneasy, and too excited, to hear the music that tinkled out.
The sheet was barely dry when she slapped it onto her light table and applied the loupe. She caught her breath as the images enlarged and focused.
She looked so ... wanton, she supposed would be the word. Her eyes half closed, her lips just curved in obvious sexual satisfaction. Her body looked almost ripe. Apparently she had gotten her figure back without even noticing. She certainly had curves.
In the next her eyes were fully open and round with shock. Her hands were halfway up to her breasts, movement frozen by the fast film. There was no denying that she looked—how had he put it? Rumpled and sexy?
Oh, God, she had never allowed herself to be that exposed to anyone before. She’d let that happen, and now for just a moment, she could admit she wanted to let it happen again.
She wanted to let him touch her, to make her feel desired and reckless. There was a yearning deep in the pit of her stomach to be that woman again, the woman he’d seen and captured on film. To let him take control of her, and to know that she had the power to take control of him.
He’d given that to her, and by preserving that moment, had made her look straight at it and see what she could have with him. And what she could lose without him.
“You bastard, Nathan. I hate you for this.”
She got up quickly, stuffed the sheet deep into a drawer. No, she wouldn’t destroy it. She would keep it, as a reminder. Whenever she felt herself tempted to trust a man again, to give that much to a man, she would take it back out, study it.
And remind herself how easily they walked away.
“Jo Ellen.” Lexy’s voice came through the door as her knock sounded sharp and loud.
“I’m working in here.”
“Well, I know that. But you might want to finish up quick, fast, and in a hurry. Guess who came in on the late ferry?”
“Brad Pitt.”
“Don’t I wish? But you might like this better. Nathan Delaney just walked in the kitchen, big as life and twice as handsome. And he’s looking for you.”
Jo lifted a fist to her heart and firmly shoved it back in place. “Tell him I’m busy.”
“I already gave him the cold shoulder for you, sugar. Told him I didn’t see why you should drop what you were doing and come running just because he blew back onto Desire like an ill wind.”
Jo found her lips curving in appreciation. She could easily visualize the scene, with Lexy playing the chilly Southern Belle to the hilt. “I appreciate it.”
“But I have to tell you—oh, open this door, Jo. I’m tired of talking through it.”
Because Lexy had just climbed to the top of Jo’s most favored list, she obliged, snicking open the lock, and opening the door enough that she could lean on the jamb.
“I’d appreciate it if you’d tell him I’m not interested in adjusting my schedule to suit his whims.”
“I will. That’s nicely put. But Jo, he looks so windblown and sexy and on the edge of something.” Lexy rolled her eyes in pure female appreciation. “It gave my heart a nice flutter just to look at him.”
“Well, you can just stop fluttering. Whose side are you on?”
“Yours, honey lamb, absolutely one hundred percent.” She kissed Jo’s cheek to prove it. “He has to be punished, no doubt about it. And if you need some advice on how to go about it, I’m more than happy to give you some ideas.”
“I’ve got plenty of my own, thanks.” But she rolled her shoulders to ease the tension. “Tell him I have no desire to see or speak to him, and that I expect to be busy with a great many more important matters than him for quite some time.”
“I wish you’d tell him that yourself, just that way. I believe you’ve got a real knack for this.” Lexy’s grin spread wide as she wound a lock of hair around her finger. “I’ll go down and tell him, then I’ll come back up here and tell you what he has to say to that.”
“This isn’t high school.”
“No, it’s more interesting and more fun. Oh, I know you’re scalded good and proper, Jo.” She patted her sister’s cheek. “I’d be as spitting mad as a stomped-on cat myself. But just think how satisfying it’s going to be when he crawls. Don’t you take him back until he does. And he comes up with at least two bouquets of flowers and a nice, expensive present. It should be jewelry.”
Jo’s humor made a rapid return. “Lexy, you’re a manipulative and materialistic woman.”
“And proud of it, honey. You listen to your baby sister and you’ll end up owning that man. Now I figure he’s been down there waiting and sweating long enough for the next slap.” She rubbed her hands together. “I’ll make it count for you, don’t you worry.”
Jo stayed leaning against the doorjamb as Lexy flounced away. “I bet you will,” she murmured. “And I’ll owe you big for it.”
Satisfied, Jo turned back into the darkroom. She tidied her workbench, rearranged her bottles of chemicals, then put them back in their original positions. She examined her nails and wondered if she should let Lexy give her a manicure after all.
When she heard the footsteps, she turned toward the door, prepared to hear Lexy’s report. When Nathan filled the doorway, his temper shot straight into hers.
“I need you to come with me.” His voice was clipped and anything but apologetic.
“I believe you were informed I’m busy. And you haven’t been invited into this room.”
“Save it, Scarlett.” He grabbed her hand and pulled. When her free one reared back, whipped forward, and cracked hard across his face, he narrowed his eyes and nodded. “Fine, we do it the hard way.”
The room turned upside down so rapidly she didn’t even get out the curse burning on her tongue. He was halfway out of the room with her slung over his shoulder before she got past the shock enough to fight.
“Get your goddamn belly-crawling Yankee bastard hands off me.” She punched at his back, furious that she couldn’t manage a full swing.
“You think you can send your sister to brush me off? In a pig’s eye.” He shoved open the door with his shoulder and started down the narrow stairway. “I’ve been traveling the whole fucking day to get here, and you’ll have the courtesy to listen to what I need to say.”
“Courtesy? Courtesy? What does a snake oil New York hotshot know about courtesy?” In the confines of the stairway, her struggles only resulted in her rapping her head against the wall. “I hate you.” Her ears rang from both the blow and the humiliation.
“I’ve prepared myself for that.” Grim and determined, he hauled her into the kitchen. Both Lexy and Brian froze and gaped. “Excuse me,” he said shortly, and carried her outside while she left a trail of threats and curses behind them.
“Oh.” Lexy sighed, long and deep, holding a hand to her heart. “Wasn’t that the most romantic thing you’ve ever seen in all your life?”
“Shit.” Brian set down the pie he’d just taken out of the oven. “She’ll rip his face off first chance she gets.”
“A lot you know about romance.” Lexy leaned against the counter. “Twenty dollars says he’s got her in bed, fully willing, within an hour.”
Brian heard Jo scream out something about castrating a certain Yankee son of a bitch and nodded. “You’re on, darling.”




 TWENTY-SIX
JO sat in simmering silence as Nathan drove the Jeep hissing across Shell Road. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of leaping out of a moving vehicle, or of running away once he stopped it. She would simply tear his skin into bloody shreds when they were no longer in danger of running off the road.
“This isn’t the way I wanted to go about this,” Nathan muttered. “I need to talk to you. It’s important. A hell of a time you pick to pull some lame female cold-shoulder routine.”
Ignoring her low, purring sound of warning, he dug a deeper hole for himself. “I don’t mind a fight. Under any reasonable circumstances I don’t mind a good kick-ass fight. Clears the air. But these aren’t reasonable circumstances, and you having your nose out of joint is only complicating an already painful situation.”
“So it’s my fault.” She sucked in her breath as he jerked the Jeep to a halt at the cottage. “This is my fault?”
“It’s not a matter of fault, Jo. That’s the whole—” He broke off abruptly, too busy defending himself to bother with more words.
She didn’t go at him with teeth and nails and heated accusations. She waded in with balled-up fists, and the first several blew right past his guard.
“Jesus! Jesus Christ!” He wished he could laugh at them. He wished to God he could just drag her close, pin those surprisingly well-toned arms with his and just howl at the pair of them.
He tasted blood in his mouth, wasn’t entirely sure his jaw wouldn’t turn out to be broken, and finally managed to hold her down on the seat while both of them panted for breath.
“Would you stop it? Would you pull out some modicum of control and stop trying to beat my brains—which I’m assured are in perfect working order—to a bloody pulp?” He tightened his grip, shifting fast as she tried to bring her knee up and render him helpless. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
“Well, that’s too bad because I want to hurt you. I want to send you off limping for treating me this way.”
“I’m sorry.” He lowered his brow to hers and tried to catch his breath. “I’m sorry, Jo.”
She refused to soften, refused to acknowledge the little trip her heart experienced at the utter despair in his voice. “You don’t even know what you’re sorry for.”
“For more than you know.” He eased back, met her eyes. “Please come inside. I have things to tell you. Things I wish I didn’t have to tell you. After I do, you can beat me black and blue and I won’t lift a hand to stop you. I swear it.”
Something was wrong, horribly wrong. The anger dropped away into fear. She kept her voice cool before her imagination ran wild. “That’s quite an arrangement. I’ll come in, and you can say what you have to say. Then we’re finished, Nathan.”
She shoved him away and pushed open her car door. “Because nobody walks away from me,” she said in a low, vibrant voice. “Nobody ever again.”
His heart sank, but he led the way inside, switched on the lights. “I’d like you to sit down.”
“I don’t need to sit down, and what you’d like doesn’t interest me. How could you go that way?” Even as she rounded on him, she wrapped her arms around herself in defense. “How could you leave my bed and just go, without a word? And stay away when you had to know how it would make me feel. If you were tired of me, you still could have been kind.”
“Tired of you? Sweet Jesus, Jo, there hasn’t been a minute of the past eight days that I haven’t thought of you, wanted you.”
“Do you think I’m stupid enough, or needy enough, to believe that kind of lie? If you’d thought of me, wanted me, you couldn’t have turned your back on me as if none of it mattered. Had ever mattered.”
“If it hadn’t mattered, didn’t matter more than anything else in my life, I could have stayed. And we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”
“You hurt me, you humiliated me, you—”
“I love you.”
She jerked back as if to avoid a blow. “You expect my knees to go weak now? You think you can say that and make me run into your arms?”
“No. I wouldn’t love you if you couldn’t stand there and spit at me after I’d said it.” He walked to her, gave in to the need to touch her. Just a brush of his fingertips over her shoulders. “And I do love you, Jo Ellen. Maybe I always did. Maybe that seven-year-old girl ruined me for anyone else. I don’t know. But I need you to believe me. I need to say it, and I need you to believe it before I start the rest.”
She stared into his eyes, and now her knees did start to tremble. “You do mean it.”
“Enough to put my past, present, and future in your hands.” He took hers in his for a moment, studied them, memorized them, then let them go. “I went back to New York. There’s a friend of the family, a doctor. A neurologist. I wanted him to run some tests on me.”
“Tests?” Baffled, she pushed at her hair. “What kind of—Oh, my God.” It struck her like a fist, hard in the heart. “You’re sick. A neurologist? What is it? A tumor.” Her blood shivered to ice in her veins. “But you can have treatment. You can—”
“I’m not sick, Jo. There’s no tumor, there’s nothing wrong with me. But I had to be sure.”
“There’s nothing wrong?” She folded her arms again, hugged them to her body. “I don’t understand. You went back to New York to have tests run on your brain when there’s nothing wrong with you?”
“I said I needed to be sure. Because I thought I might have had blackouts or been sleepwalking or had fugues. And have maybe killed Susan Peters.”
She lowered herself gingerly, bracing a hand on the back of the chair as she sat on the arm. She never took her eyes off his. “Why would you think such a crazy thing?”
“Because she was strangled here on the island. Because her body was hidden. Because her husband, her family, her friends, might have gone the rest of their lives not knowing what had happened.”
“Stop it.” She couldn’t get her breath, had to fight back the urge to clap her hands over her ears. Her heart was beating too fast, making her head spin, her skin damp. She knew the signs, the panic waiting slyly to spring. “I don’t want to hear any more of this.”
“I don’t want to tell you any more. But neither one of us has a choice.” He braced himself not only to face it but to face her. “My father killed your mother.”
“That’s insane, Nathan.” She willed herself to get up and run, but she couldn’t move. “And it’s cruel.”
“It’s both. And it’s also the truth. Twenty years ago, my father took your mother’s life.”
“No. Your father—Mr. David—was kind, he was a friend. This is crazy talk. My mother left.” Her voice shuddered and broke, then rose. “She just left.”
“She never left Desire. He . . . he put her body in the marsh. Buried her in the salt marsh.”
“Why are you saying this? Why are you doing this?”
“Because it’s the truth, and I’ve avoided it too long already.” Nathan forced himself to say the rest, to finish it while she shut her eyes and shook her head fiercely. “He planned it from the minute he saw her, when we arrived that summer.”
“No. No, stop this.”
“I can’t stop what’s already happened. He kept a journal and . . . evidence in a safe-deposit box. I found it all after he and my mother died.”
“You found it.” Tears leaked through her lashes as she wrapped her arms tight around her body and rocked. “You came back here.”
“I came back here to face it, to try to remember what that summer had been like. What he had been like ... then. And to try to decide whether to leave it all buried or to tell your family what my family had done.”
The familiar flood of sick panic rushed through her, roared in her head, raced through her blood. “You knew. You knew all along, and you came back here. You took me to bed knowing.” Nausea made her dizzy as she surged to her feet. “You were inside me.” Rage sliced through her an instant before her hand cracked across his cheek. “I let you inside me.” She slapped him again, viciously. He neither defended himself nor evaded the blows. “Do you know how that makes me feel?”
He’d known she would look at him just like this, with hate and disgust, even fear. He had no choice but to accept it. “I didn’t face it. My father . . . he was my father.”
“He killed her, he took her away from us. And all these years ...”
“Jo, I didn’t know until after he’d died. I’ve been trying to come to grips with it for months. I know what you’re going through now—”
“You can’t know.” She flung the words out. She wanted to hurt him, to scar him, to make him suffer. “I can’t stay here. I can’t look at you. Don’t!” She jerked back, hands fisted when he reached out. “Don’t put your hands on me. I could kill you for ever putting them on me. You bastard, you stay away from me and my family.”
When she ran, Nathan didn’t try to stop her. He couldn’t. But he followed her erratic dash, keeping her in sight. If he could do nothing else, he would make certain she arrived safe at Sanctuary.
But it wasn’t to Sanctuary that she fled.


SHE couldn’t go home. Couldn’t bear it. She couldn’t get her breath, couldn’t clear her vision. Part of her wanted to simply fall to the ground, curl up and scream until her mind and body were empty of grief. But she was terrified that she’d never find the strength to get up again.
So she ran, without thought of destination, through the trees, through the dark, with images flipping hideously through her head.
The photograph of her mother, coming to life. The eyes opening. Confusion, fear, pain. The mouth stretching wide for a scream.
Pain stabbed into Jo’s side like a knife. She gripped it, whimpering, and kept running.
On the sand now, with the ocean crashing. Her breath heaved out of her lungs. She fell once, hitting hard on her hands and knees, only to scramble up and stumble back into a run. She only knew she had to get away, to run away from the pain and this horribly tearing sorrow.
She heard someone call her name, and the sound of feet pounding the sand behind her. She nearly tripped again, righted herself, then turned to fight.
“Jo, honey, what is it?” Clad in only a robe, her hair streaming wet from the shower, Kirby hurried toward her. “I was out on the deck and saw you—”
“Don’t touch me!”
“All right.” Instinctively, Kirby lowered her voice, gentled it. “Why don’t you come up to the house? You’ve hurt yourself. Your hands are bleeding.”
“I . . .” Confused, Jo looked down, saw the scrapes and the slow trickle of blood on the heels of her hands. “I fell.”
“I know. I saw you. Come on up. I’ll clean them for you.”
“I don’t need—they’re all right.” She couldn’t even feel her hands. Then her legs began to tremble, her head began to spin. “He killed my mother. Kirby, he murdered my mother. She’s dead.”
Cautiously, Kirby moved closer until she could slide a supporting hand around Jo’s waist. “Come with me. Come home with me now.” When Jo sagged, she led her across the sand. Glancing back, she saw Nathan standing a few yards away. In the moonlight their eyes met briefly. Then he turned and walked away into the dark.
“I feel sick,” Jo murmured. Sensation was creeping back, tiny needle pricks all over her skin, and with it the greasy churning in her stomach.
“It’s all right. You need to lie down. Lean on me and we’ll get you inside.”
“He killed her. Nathan knew. He told me.” It felt as if she were floating now, up the steps, in the door of the cottage. “My mother’s dead.”
Saying nothing, Kirby helped Jo onto the bed, put a light blanket over her. She was beginning to tremble with shock now. “Slow breaths,” Kirby ordered. “Concentrate on breathing. I’m just going in the other room for a moment. I’m going to get something to help you.”
“I don’t need anything.” Fresh panic snaked through her, and she gripped Kirby’s hand hard. “No sedatives. I can get through this. I can. I have to.”
“Of course you can.” Kirby eased onto the bed and took Jo’s wrist to check her pulse. “Are you ready to tell me about it?”
“I have to tell someone. I can’t tell my family yet. I can’t face that yet. I don’t know what to do. I don’t even know what to feel.”
The pulse rate was slowing, and Jo’s pupils were returning to normal. “What did Nathan say to you, Jo?”
Jo stared at the ceiling, focused on it, centered herself on it. “He told me that his father had murdered my mother.”
“Dear God.” Horrified, Kirby lifted Jo’s hand to her cheek. “How did it happen?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know. I couldn’t listen. I didn’t want to listen. He said his father killed her, that he kept a journal. Nathan found it, and he came back here. I slept with him.” Tears trickled out of her eyes, slid away. “I slept with the son of my mother’s murderer.”
Calm was needed now, Kirby knew. And cool logic. The wrong word, the wrong tone, and she was afraid Jo would break in her hands. “Jo, you slept with Nathan. You cared for Nathan, and he for you.”
“He knew. He came back here knowing what his father had done.”
“And that must have been terribly hard for him.”
“How can you say that?” Furious, Jo pushed herself onto her elbows. “Hard for him?”
“And courageous,” Kirby said softly. “Jo, how old would he have been when your mother died?”
“What difference does it make?”
“Nine or ten, I imagine. Just a little boy. Are you going to blame the little boy?”
“No. No. But he’s not a little boy now, and his father—”
“Nathan’s father. Not Nathan.”
A sob choked out, then another. “He took her away from me.”
“I know. I’m so sorry.” Kirby gathered Jo close. “I’m so terribly sorry.”
As Jo wept in her arms, Kirby knew this storm was only the beginning.

IT took an hour before she could think again. She sipped the hot, sweet tea Kirby made her. The sick panic had flowed away in a wash of grief. Now, for a moment, the grief was almost as soothing as the tea.
“I knew she was dead. Part of me always knew, from the time it happened. I would dream of her. As I got older I pushed the dreams away, but they would always come back. And they only got stronger.”
“You loved her. Now, as horrible as things are, you know she didn’t leave you.”
“I can’t find comfort in that yet. I wanted to hurt Nathan. Physically, emotionally, in every possible way to cause him pain. And I did.”
“Do you think that’s an abnormal reaction? Jo, give yourself a break.”
“I’m trying to. I nearly cracked again. I would have if you hadn’t been there.”
“But I was.” Kirby squeezed Jo’s hand. “And you’re stronger than you think. Strong enough to get through this.”
“I have to be.” She drank more tea, then set the cup down. “I have to go back to Nathan’s.”
“You don’t have to do anything tonight but get some rest.”
“No, I never asked why or how or ...” She shut her eyes. “I have to have the answers. I don’t think I can live with this until I have the answers. When I go to my family, I have to know it all.”
“You could go to them now, I’ll go with you. You could ask the questions together.”
“I have to do it alone. I’m at the center of this, Kirby.” Jo’s head throbbed nastily. When she opened her eyes they were brutally dark in a colorless face. “I’m in love with the man whose father murdered my mother.”


WHEN Kirby dropped her off at Nathan’s cottage, Jo could see his silhouette through the screen door. She wondered if either of them would ever do a harder thing in their lives than facing the past and each other.
He said nothing as she climbed the steps, but opened the door, stepped back to let her in. He’d thought he would never see her again, and he wasn’t sure whether that would have been harder to live with, or if seeing her like this—pale and stricken—was worse.
“I need to ask you . . . I need to know.”
“I’ll tell you what I can.”
She rubbed her hands together so that the small pain of her scratched palms would keep her centered. “Did they—were they involved?”
“No.” He wanted to turn away but forced himself to face the pain in her eyes. “There was nothing like that between them. Even in the journal, he wrote that she was devoted to her family. To her children, her husband. Jo—”
“But he wanted there to be. He wanted her.” She opened her hands. “They fought? There was an accident.” Her breath shuddered, and the words were a plea. “It was an accident.”
“No. God.” It was worse, he thought, by every second that passed it grew worse. “He knew her habits. He studied them. She used to walk, at night, around the gardens.”
“She . . . she loved the flowers at night.” The dream she’d had the night they’d found Susan Peters spun back into her mind. “She loved the white ones especially. She loved the smells and the quiet. She called it her alone time.”
“He chose the night,” Nathan continued. “He put a sleeping pill into my mother’s wine so she ... so she wouldn’t know he’d been gone. Everything he did he documented step by step in his journal. He wrote that he waited for Annabelle at the edge of the forest to the west of the house.” It was killing him by degrees to say it, to look into Jo’s face and say it. “He knocked her unconscious and took her into the forest. He had everything set up. He’d already set up his lights, his tripod. It wasn’t an accident. It was planned. It was premeditated. It was deliberate.”
“But why?” She had to sit. On legs stiff and brittle as twigs, she stumbled to a chair. “I remember him. He was kind to me. And patient. Daddy took him fishing. And Mama would make him pecan pie now and then because he was fond of it.” She made a helpless sound, then pressed her fingers to her lips to hold it back. “Oh, God, you want me to believe he murdered her for no reason?”
“He had a purpose.” He did turn away now and strode into the kitchen to drag a bottle of Scotch from a cupboard. “You could never call it a reason.”
He splashed the liquor into a glass, tossed it back quickly, and hissed through the sting. With his palms braced on the counter, he waited for his blood to settle.
“I loved him, Jo. He taught me how to ride a bike, how to field a grounder. He paid attention. Whenever he traveled, he’d call home not just to talk to my mother but to all three of us. And he listened—not just the pretense of listening some adults think a child can’t see through. He cared.”
He turned back to her, his eyes eloquent. “He would bring my mother flowers for no reason. I’d lie in bed at night and listen to them laughing together. We were happy, and he was the center of it. Now I have to face that there was no center, that he was capable of something monstrous.”
“I feel carved out,” she managed. Her head seemed to be floating somewhere above her shoulders. “Scraped out. Raw. All these years.” She squeezed her eyes tight a moment. “Your lives just went on?”
“He was the only one who knew, and he was very careful. Our lives just went on. Until his ended and I went through his personal papers and found the journal and photographs.”
“Photographs.” The floating sensation ended with a jerk. “Photographs of my mother. After she was dead.”
He had to say it all, no matter how even the thought ripped through his brain. “ ‘The decisive moment,’ he called it.”
“Oh, my God.” Lectures heard, lectures given, whirled in her head. Capturing the decisive moment, anticipating when the dynamics of a situation will reach peak, knowing when to click the shutter to preserve that most powerful image. “It was a study, an assignment.”
“It was his purpose. To manipulate, to cause, to control, and to capture death.” Nausea churned violently. He downed more Scotch, pitting the liquor against the nausea. “It wasn’t all, it can’t be. There was something warped inside him. Something we never saw. Something no one ever saw, or suspected. He had friends, a successful career. He liked to listen to ball games on TV and read mystery novels. He liked to barbecue, he wanted grandchildren.”
It was tearing him apart, every word, every memory. “There is no defense,” he said. “No absolution.”
She stepped forward. Every emotion inside her coalesced and focused on one point. “He took photographs of her. Of her face. Her eyes. Of her body. Nudes. He posed her, carefully. Her head tilted down toward her left shoulder, her right arm draped across her midriff.”
“How do you—”
“I did see.” She closed her eyes and spun away. Relief was cold, painfully cold. An icy layer over hot grief. “I’m not crazy. I was never crazy. I didn’t hallucinate. It was real. All of it.”
“What are you talking about?”
Impatient, she dug her cigarettes out of her back pocket. But when she struck the match, she only stared down at the flame. “My hand’s steady,” she muttered. “It’s perfectly steady. I’m not going to break now. I can get through it. I’m never going to break again.”
Worried that he had pushed her over some line, he moved toward her. “Jo Ellen.”
“I’m not crazy.” Her head snapped up. Calmly she touched the flame to the tip of her cigarette. “I’m not going to shatter and fall ever again. The worst is just the next thing you have to find room for and live with.” She blew out smoke, watched it haze, then vanish. “Someone sent me a photograph of my mother. One of your father’s photographs.”
His blood chilled. “That’s impossible.”
“I saw it. I had it in my hands. It’s what snapped me, what I couldn’t find room for. Then.”
“You told me someone was sending you pictures of yourself.”
“They were. It was with them, in the last package I got in Charlotte. And afterward, when I was able to function a little, I couldn’t find it. Whoever sent it got into my apartment and took it back. I thought I was hallucinating. But it was real. It existed. It happened.”
“I’m the only one who could have sent it to you. I didn’t.”
“Where are the pictures? The negatives?”
“They’re gone.”
“Gone? How?”
“Kyle wanted to destroy them, them and the journal. I refused. I wanted time to decide what to do. We argued about it. His stand was that it had been twenty years. What good would it do to bring it all out? It could ruin both of us. He was furious that I would even consider going to the police, or to your family. The next morning he was gone. He’d taken the photographs and the journal with him. I didn’t know where to find him. The next I heard he’d drowned. I have to assume he couldn’t live with it. That he destroyed everything, then himself.”
“The photographs weren’t destroyed.” Her mind was very clear and cold. “They exist, just like the ones of me exist. I look like my mother. It’s not a large leap to shift an obsession with her to one with me.”
“Do you think I haven’t thought of that, that it hasn’t terrified me? When we found Susan Peters, and I realized how she’d died, I thought ... I’m the only one left, Jo. I buried my father.”
“But did you bury your brother?”
He stared, shook his head slowly. “Kyle’s dead.”
“How do you know? Because the reports say he got drunk and fell off a boat? And what if he didn’t, Nathan? He had the photographs, the negatives, the journal.”
“But he did drown. He was drunk, stumbling drunk, depressed, moody, according to the people who were with him on the yacht. They didn’t realize he was missing until well into the next morning. All of his clothes, his gear were still on the boat.”
When she said nothing, he spun around her and began to pace. “I have to accept what my father did, what he was. Now you want me to believe my brother’s alive, that he’s capable of all this. Of stalking you, pushing you until you collapse. Of following you here and . . .” As the rest slammed into him, he turned back. “Of killing Susan Peters.”
“My mother was strangled, wasn’t she, Nathan?”
“Yes. Christ.”
She had to stay cold, Jo warned herself, and go to the next step. “Susan Peters was raped.”
Understanding the question she was asking, Nathan closed his eyes. “Yes.”
“If it wasn’t her husband—”
“The police haven’t found any evidence to hold the husband. I checked before I came back. Jo Ellen.” It scraped his heart to tell her. “They’re going to be looking more closely into Ginny’s disappearance now.”
“Ginny?” With understanding came horror. The cold that had shielded her melted away in it. “Oh, no. Ginny.”
He couldn’t touch her, could offer her nothing. He left her alone, stepped out onto the porch. He put his hands on the rail and leaned out, desperate for air. When the screen door squeaked, he made himself straighten.
“What was your father’s purpose, Nathan? What were the photographs to accomplish if he would never be able to show them to anyone?”
“Perfection. Control. Not simply to observe, and preserve, but to be a part of the image. To create it. The perfect woman, the perfect crime, the perfect image. He thought she was beautiful, intelligent, gracious. She was worthy.”
He watched fireflies light up the dark in quick, flirtatious winks. “I should have told you, all of you, as soon as I came here. I told myself I wanted—needed—time to try to understand it. I justified keeping it to myself because you had all accepted a lie, and the truth was worse. Then I kept it to myself because I wanted you. It got easier to rationalize it. You’d been hurt, you were wounded. It could wait until you trusted me. It could wait until you were in love with me.”
His fingers flexed and released on the railing as she stood silent behind him. “Rationalizations are usually self-serving. Mine were. After Susan Peters, I couldn’t ignore the truth anymore, or your right to know it. There’s nothing I can do to change it, to atone for what he did. Nothing I can say can heal the damage he did to you and your family.”
“No, there’s nothing you can do, nothing you can say. He took my mother, and left us all to think she had abandoned us. That single selfish act damaged all of our lives, left a rift in our family we’ve never been able to heal. He must have hurt her.” Jo’s voice quavered so she bit down hard on her lip until she could steady it. “She must have been so frightened, so confused. She’d done nothing to deserve it, nothing but be who she was.”
She drew a long breath, tasted the sea, and released it. “I wanted to blame you for it, Nathan, because you’re here. Because you had your mother all your life. Because you touched me and made me feel what I’d never felt before. I needed to blame you for it. So I did.”
“I expected you to.”
“You never had to tell me. You could have buried it, forgotten it. I never would have known.”
“I’d have known, and every day I’d have had with you would have been a betrayal.” He turned to her. “I wish I could have lived with that, spared you this and saved myself. But I couldn’t.”
“And what now?” Lifting her face to the sky, she searched her heart. “Am I to make you pay what can’t be paid, punish you for something that was done to both of us when we were children?”
“Why shouldn’t you?” Bitterness clogged his throat as he looked out into the trees, where the river flowed in secret silence. “How could you look at me and not see him, and what he did? And hate me for it.”
It was exactly what she had done, Jo thought. She had looked at him, seen his father, and hated. He had taken it, the verbal and physical blows, without a word in his own defense.
Courageous, Kirby had called him. And she’d been right.
How badly he’d been damaged, she realized. She wondered why it had taken her even this long to realize that however much harm had been done to her, an equal share had been done to him. “You don’t give me much credit for intelligence or compassion. Obviously you have a very low opinion of me.”
He hadn’t known he had the strength left to be surprised. He stared at her in disbelief. “I don’t understand you.”
“No, you certainly don’t if you think that after I’d had time to accept it, to grieve, I would blame you, or hold you accountable.”
“He was my father.”
“And if he was alive, I’d kill him myself for what he did to her, to all of us. To you. I’ll hate him for the rest of my life. There will never be forgiveness in me for him. Can you make room to live with that, Nathan, or are you just going to walk away? I’ll tell you what I’m going to do.” She rushed on before he could speak, her words fast and hot. “I’m not going to let myself be cheated. I’m not going to let the chance of real happiness be stolen from me. But if you walk away, I’ll learn to hate you. I can do it if I have to. And no one will ever hate you more than I will.”
She stormed back into the house, slamming the door behind her.
He stood where he was for a moment, struggling to absorb the shock, the gratitude. But it wasn’t possible. He stepped back into the house and spoke quietly. “Jo Ellen, do you want me to stay?”
“Isn’t that what I just said?” She dragged out another cigarette, then furious, hurled it away. “Why should I have to lose again? Why should I have to be alone again? How could you come here and make me fall in love with you, then cut yourself out of my life because you think it’s best for me? Because you think it’s the honorable thing to do. Well, the hell with your honor, Nathan, the hell with it if it cheats me out of having what I need. I’ve been cheated before, lost what I needed desperately before, and was helpless to stop it. I’m not helpless anymore.”
She was vibrating with fury, her eyes fired with it, her color high and glowing. He’d never seen anything, or anyone, more magnificent. “Of all the things I imagined you’d say to me tonight, this wasn’t it. I’d prepared myself to lose you. I hadn’t prepared myself to keep you.”
“I’m not a damn cuff link, Nathan.”
The laugh came as a surprise, felt rusty in his throat. “I can’t decide what I should say to you. All I can think of is that I love you.”
“That might be enough, if you were holding on to me when you said it.”
His eyes stayed on hers as he walked toward her. His arms were tentative at first, then tightened, tightened until he buried his face in her hair. “I love you.” Emotions swamped him as he drew in the scent of her, the taste of her skin against his lips. “I love you, Jo Ellen. Every part of you.”
“Then we’ll make it enough. We won’t let this be taken away.” Her voice was low and fierce. “We won’t.”

HE lay very still, hoping she slept.
The woman beside him, the woman he loved, was in danger, the source of which was too abhorrent to him to name. He would protect her, with his life if necessary. He would kill to keep her safe, whatever the cost.
And he would hope that what they had together survived it.
There was no avoiding it. They had stolen a moment, taken something for themselves. But what haunted them, from twenty years before and now, would have to be faced.
“Nathan, I have to tell my family.” In the dark she reached for his hand. “I need to find the right time and the right way. I want you to leave that to me.”
“You have to let me be there, Jo. It should be done your way, but not alone.”
“All right. But there are other things that need to be handled, need to be done.”
“You need protection.”
“Don’t try to go white knight on me, Nathan. I find it irritating.” The lazy comment ended on a gasp when he hauled her up to her knees.
“Nothing happens to you.” His eyes gleamed dangerously in the dark. “Whatever it takes, I’m going to see to that.”
“You’d better start by calming yourself down,” she said evenly. “I’m of a mind that nothing happens to either of us. So we have to start thinking, and we have to start doing.”
“There are going to be rules, Jo. The first is that you don’t go anywhere alone. You don’t step off your own porch by yourself until this is over.”
“I’m not my mother, I’m not Ginny, I’m not Susan Peters. I’m not defenseless, or stupid or naive. I will not be hunted for someone’s sport.”
Because a show of temper would only wound her pride and make her angry, he latched on to calm. “If necessary, I’ll haul you off the island just the way I hauled you here tonight. I’ll take you somewhere safe and I’ll lock you in. All it’ll take to avoid that unhappy event is your promise not to go anywhere alone.”
“You have an inflated image of your own capabilities.”
“Not in this case I don’t.” He caught her chin in his hand. “Look at me, Jo. Look at me. You’re everything. I’ll take anything else, I’ll face anything else, but I won’t face losing you. Not again.”
She trembled once, not from anger or fear but from the swift, hard flood of emotion. “No one’s ever loved me this much. I can’t get used to it.”
“Practice—and promise.”
“I won’t go anywhere by myself.” She let out a sigh. “This relationship business is nothing but a maze of concessions and compromises. That’s probably why I’ve managed to avoid it all this time.” She sat back on her heels. “We’re not going to stand around and just let things happen. I’m not the only woman on the island.” She trembled again. “I’m not Annabelle’s only daughter.”
“No, we’re not going to stand around and wait. I’m going to make some calls, gather any information on Kyle’s accident that I might have missed before. I wasn’t thorough. It wasn’t an easy time, and I might have let something slip by.”
“What about his friends, his finances?”
“I don’t know a lot about either. We weren’t as close the last few years as we used to be.” Nathan rose to open the windows and let in the air. “We drifted into different places, became different people.”
“What kind of a person did he become?”
“He was ... I guess you’d call him a present-focused sort. He was interested in now—seize the moment and wring it dry. Don’t worry about later, about consequences or payment. He never hurt anyone but himself.”
It was vitally important that she understand that. Just as important, Nathan realized, that he understand it himself. “Kyle just preferred the easy way, and if the easy way had a shortcut, all the better. He had a lot of charm, and he had talent. Dad was always saying if Kyle would put as much effort into his work as he did his play, he’d be one of the top photographers in the world. Kyle said Dad was too critical of his work, never satisfied, jealous because he had his whole life and career ahead of him.”
He paused, listened to the words replay in his head. And suffered their implication. Was it competition? A twisted need for the son to outdo the father? His head began to pound again, hard beats at the temples.
“I’ll make the calls,” Nathan said flatly. “If we can eliminate that possibility, we can concentrate on others. Kyle might have gotten drunk, showed the photos to a friend, an associate.”
“Maybe.” It wasn’t an area Jo wanted to push just then. “Whoever is responsible has a solid knowledge of photography, and quite a bit of skill. It’s inconsistent, occasionally lazy, but it’s skill.”
Nathan only nodded. She’d just described his brother perfectly.
“He would have to be doing his own developing,” she continued, relieved to be able to concentrate on practical steps. “Which means access to a darkroom. He must have had one in Charlotte, and then when he came down here, he’d have needed to arrange for another. The package I got here was mailed from Savannah.”
“You can rent darkroom time.”
“Yeah, and that might be what he did. Or he rented an apartment, a house, brought in his own equipment. Or bought new. He would have more control, wouldn’t he, if it was his own place, his own equipment?” Her eyes met Nathan’s. “That’s what drives this. The control. He could go back and forth between the mainland and the island. He’d be in control.”
To control the moment, to manipulate the mood, the subject, the outcome. That is the true power of art. His father’s words, he remembered, neatly written on the page.
“Yes, it’s about control. So we check photo supply outlets, find out if someone ordered equipment to outfit a darkroom and had it shipped to Savannah. It won’t be easy, and it won’t be quick.”
“No, but it’s a start.” It was good to think, to have a tangible task. “He’d likely be alone. He needs the freedom to come and go as he pleases. He took pictures of me all over the island, so he’s wandering around freely. We can keep our eye out for a man alone with a camera, though we’re just as likely to jump some harmless bird-watcher.”
“If it was Kyle, I’d know him. I’d recognize him.”
“Would you, Nathan? If he didn’t want you to? He’d know you’re here. And he’d know that I’ve been with you. Annabelle Hathaway’s daughter with David Delaney’s son. There are some who might see that as coming full circle. And if that’s so, I don’t believe you’re any safer than I am.”




 TWENTY-SEVEN
JO slept into midday and woke alone. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept until ten, or when she had enjoyed such a deep and dreamless sleep.
She wondered if she should have been restless, edgy, or weepy. Perhaps she’d been all of those things long enough, and there was no need to go on with them now that she knew the truth. She could grieve for her mother. And for a woman the same age as Jo was now who had faced the worst kind of horror.
But more, she could grieve for the years lost in the condemnation of a mother, a wife, a woman who had done nothing more sinful than catch the eye of a madman.
Now there could be healing.
“He loves me, Mama,” she whispered. “Maybe that’s fate’s way of paying us all back for being cruel and heartless twenty years ago. I’m happy. No matter how crazy the world is right now, I’m happy with him.”
She swung her legs over the side of the bed. Starting today, she promised herself, they were going to stand together and fight back.

IN the living room, Nathan finished up yet another call, this one to the American consulate in Nice. He hadn’t slept. His eyes were gritty, his soul scorched. He felt as if he were running in circles, pulling together information, searching for any hint, any whisper that he’d missed months before.
And all the while he dealt with the dark guilt that his deepest hope was to confirm that his own brother was dead.
He looked up as he heard footsteps mounting his stairs. Working up a smile when he saw Giff behind the screen, he waved him in as he completed the call.
“Didn’t mean to interrupt you,” Giff said.
“No problem. I’m finished, for now.”
“I was heading out to do a little work on Live Oak Cottage and thought I’d drop off these plans. You said how you wouldn’t mind taking a look at the design I’ve been working up for the solarium at Sanctuary.”
“I’d love to see it.” Grateful for the diversion, Nathan walked over to take the plans and unroll them on the kitchen table. “I had some ideas on that myself, then I got distracted.”
“Well.” Giff tucked his tongue in his cheek as Jo walked out from the bedroom. “Understandable enough. Morning, Jo Ellen.”
She could only hope she didn’t flush like a beet and compound the embarrassment as both men stared at her. She’d pulled on one of Nathan’s T-shirts and nothing else. Though the bottom of it skimmed her thighs, she imagined it was obvious that she wore nothing under it.
This would teach her, she supposed, to follow the scent of coffee like a rat to the tune of the pipe. “Morning, Giff.”
“I was just dropping something off here.”
“Oh, well, I was just . . . going to get some coffee.” She decided to brazen it out and walked to the counter to pour a mug. “I’ll just take it with me.”
Giff couldn’t help himself. It was such a situation. And since he was dead sure Lexy would want all the details, he tried for more. “You might want to take a look yourself. Kate’s got that bee in her bonnet about this sunroom add-on. You always had a good eye for things.”
Manners or dignity. It was an impossible decision for a woman raised on southern traditions. Jo did her best to combine both and stepped over to study the drawing. She puzzled over what appeared to be a side view of a long, graduated curve with a lot of neatly printed numbers and odd lines.
Nathan ordered himself to shift his attention from Jo’s legs back to the drawing. “It’s a good concept. You do the survey?”
“Yeah, me and Bill. He does survey work over to the mainland, had the equipment.”
“You know, if you came out at an angle”—he used his finger to draw the line—“rather than straight, you could avoid excavating over here, and you’d gain the benefit of using the gardens as part of the structure.”
“If you did that, wouldn’t you cut off this corner, here? Wouldn’t it make it tight and awkward coming out from the main house? Miss Kate’d go into conniptions if I started talking about moving doorways or windows.”
“You don’t have to move any of the existing structure.” Nathan slid the side view over to reveal Giff’s full view. “Nice work,” he murmured. “Really nice. Jo, get me a sheet of that drawing paper over there.” Nathan gestured absently. “I’ve got men in my firm who don’t have the skill to do freehand work like this.”
“No shit?” Giff forgot Jo completely and goggled at the back of Nathan’s head.
“You ever decide to go back for that degree and want to apprentice, you let me know.”
He picked up a pencil and began to sketch on the paper Jo had put in front of him. “See, if you hitch it over this way, not so much of an angle as a flow. It’s a female house, you don’t want sharp points. You keep it all in the same tone as the curve of the roof, then instead of lining out into the gardens, it pours through them.”
“Yeah, I see it.” He realized that his working drawing seemed stiff and amateurish beside the artist’s. “I couldn’t think of something like that, draw like that, in a million years.”
“Sure you could. You’d already done the hard part. It’s a hell of a lot easier for somebody to look at good, detailed work and shift a couple of things around to enhance it than it is to come up with the basic concept in the first place.”
Nathan straightened, contemplated his quick sketch through narrowed eyes. He could see it, complete and perfect. “Your way might suit the client better. It’s more cost-effective and more traditional.”
“Your way’s more artistic.”
“It isn’t always artistic that the client wants.” Nathan put his pencil down. “Anyway, you think about it, or show the works to Kate and let her think about it. Whichever choice, we can do some refining before you break ground.”
“You’ll work with me on it?”
“Sure.” Without thinking, Nathan picked up Jo’s coffee mug and drank. “I’d like to.”
Revved, Giff gathered up the drawings. “I think I’ll just swing by and drop these off for Miss Kate now. Give her some time to mull it over. I’m really obliged, Nathan.” He tugged on the brim of his cap. “See you, Jo.”
Jo leaned against the counter and watched as Nathan got another sheet of drawing paper. Finishing off her coffee, he started another sketch.
“You don’t even know what you just did,” she murmured.
“Hmm. How far is that perennial bed with the tall blue flowers, the spiky ones? How far is that from the corner here?”
“Nope.” She got herself another mug. “You don’t have a clue what you’ve done.”
“About what? Oh.” He looked down at the mug. “Sorry. I drank your coffee.”
“Besides that—which I found both annoying and endearing.” She slid her arms around his waist. “You’re a good man, Nathan. A really good man.”
“Thanks.” Normality, he promised himself. Just for an hour, they would take normality. “Is that because I didn’t give you a little swat on the bottom when you strolled out here in my shirt—even though I wanted to?”
“No, that just makes you a smart man. But you’re a good one. You didn’t see his face.” She lifted her hands to his cheeks. “You didn’t even notice.”
At sea, he shook his head. “Apparently I didn’t. Are you talking about Giff ?”
“I don’t know anyone who doesn’t like Giff, and I don’t know many who think of him as anything more than an affable and reliable handyman. Nathan—” She touched her lips to his. “You just told him he was more, and could be more yet. And you did it so casually, so matter-of-factly, he can’t help but believe you.”
She rose up on her toes to press her cheek to his. “I really like you right now, Nathan. I really like who you are.”
“I like you, too.” He closed his arms around her and swayed. “And I’m really starting to like who we are.”


KIRBY had a firm grip on her pride as she walked into Sanctuary. If Jo was there, she would find a way to speak to her privately. Her strict code of ethics wouldn’t permit her to tell any of the Hathaways what she’d learned the night before. If Jo had come home after speaking with Nathan again, Kirby imagined the house would be in an uproar.
If nothing else, she could stand as family doctor.
But that wasn’t why she’d been summoned.
She had planned her visit to avoid Brian, using that window of time between breakfast and the midday meal. And she’d used the visitors’ front door rather than the friends’ entrance through the kitchen.
Since they had managed to avoid each other for a week, she thought, they could do so for another day. She wouldn’t have come at all if Kate hadn’t hailed her with an SOS after one of the guests slipped on the stairs. Even as she turned toward them, Kate came hurrying down.
“Kirby, I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this. It’s a turned ankle, no more than that, I swear. But the woman is setting up such a to-do you’d think she’d broken every bone in her body in six places at once.”
One glance at Kate’s distracted face and Kirby knew that Jo had yet to speak of Annabelle. “It’s all right, Kate.”
“I know it’s your afternoon off, and I hated to drag you over here, but she won’t budge out of bed.”
“It’s no problem, really.” Kirby followed her up the stairs. “It’s better to have a look. If I think it’s more than a strain, we’ll x-ray and ship her off to the mainland.”
“One way to get her out of my hair,” Kate muttered. She knocked briskly on a door. “Mrs. Tores, the doctor’s here to see you. Bill the inn,” Kate added to Kirby in an undertone, “and add whatever you like for a nuisance fee.”
Thirty minutes later, and more than a little frazzled, Kirby closed the bedroom door behind her. Her head was aching from the litany of complaints Mrs. Tores had regaled her with. As she paused to rub her temples, Kate peeked around the corner.
“Safe?”
“I was tempted to sedate her, but I resisted. She’s perfectly fine, Kate. Believe me, I know. I had to give her what amounts to a complete physical before she was satisfied. Her ankle is barely strained, her heart is as strong as a team of oxen, her lungs even stronger. For your sake, I hope she’s planning on a very short stay.”
“She leaves day after tomorrow, thank the Lord. Come on down. Let me get you a nice glass of lemonade, a piece of that cherry pie Brian made yesterday.”
“I really need to get back. I’ve got stacks of paperwork to wade through.”
“I’m not sending you back without a cold drink. This heat’s enough to fell a horse.”
“I like the heat,” she began, then came to a dead halt as Brian walked in the front door.
His arms were full of flowers. They should have made him look foolish. She wanted him to look foolish. Instead he looked all the more male, all the more attractive, with his tanned, well-muscled arms loaded down with freshly cut blossoms.
“Oh, Brian, I’m so glad you got to that.” Kate hurried down with her mind racing at light-speed. “I was going to cut for the fresh arrangements myself this morning, but this crisis with Mrs. Tores threw me off my stride.”
She chattered on as she transferred flowers from his arms to hers. “I’ll just take it from here. You don’t have any sense at all about how to arrange them. I swear, Kirby, the man just stuffs them into a vase and thinks that’s all there is to it. Brian, you go fix Kirby a lemonade, make her eat a piece of pie. She’s come all the way out here just to do me a favor, and I won’t have her going off until she’s been paid back. Run along now, while I take this upstairs.”
She headed up the steps, willing the two of them not to behave like fools.
“I don’t need anything,” Kirby said stiffly. “I was just on my way out.”
“I imagine you can spare five minutes to have a cold drink and avoid hurting Kate’s feelings.”
“Fine. It’s a quicker trip home through the back anyway.” She turned and started down the hall at a brisk pace. She wanted to be away from him. When he found out about his mother, she would do what she could for him. But for now she had her own pain to cope with.
“How’s the patient?”
“She could dance a jig if she wanted to. There’s not a thing wrong with her.” She pushed through the door and stood stubbornly while he got out a pitcher of golden-yellow lemonade swimming with mint and pulp. When her mouth watered, she swallowed resolutely. “How’s your hand?”
“It’s all right. I don’t really notice it.”
“I might as well look at it while I’m here.” She set her bag down on the breakfast table. “The sutures should have been removed a couple of days ago.”
“You were leaving.”
“It’ll save you a trip out to see me.”
He stopped pouring her lemonade and looked at her. The sun was streaming through the window at her back, licking light over her hair. Her eyes were a dark, stormy green that made his loins tighten.
“All right.” He carried her glass to the table and sat down.
Despite the heat, her hands were cool. Despite her anger, they were gentle. She saw no swelling or puffiness, no sign of infection. The edges of the wound had fused neatly. He would barely have a scar, she decided, and opened her bag for her suture scissors.
“This won’t take long.”
“Just don’t put any new holes in me.”
She clipped the first suture, tugged it free with tweezers. “Since we both live on this island, and it’s likely we’ll be running into each other on a regular basis for the rest of our lives, perhaps you’d do me the courtesy of clearing the air.”
“It’s clear enough, Kirby.”
“For you, apparently. But not for me.” She clipped, tugged. “I want to know why you turned away from me. Why you decided to end things between us the way you did.”
“Because they’d gone farther than I’d intended them to. Neither one of us thought it would work. I just decided to back off first, that’s all.”
“Oh, I see. You dumped me before I could dump you.”
“More or less.” He wished he couldn’t smell her. He wished she’d had the decency not to rub that damned peach-scented lotion all over her skin to torment him. “I’d see it more as just a matter of simplifying.”
“And you like things simple, don’t you? You like things your way, in your time and at your pace.”
Her voice was mild, and though he wasn’t sure he could trust it, particularly when she had a sharp implement in her hand, he nodded. “That’s true enough. You’re the same, but your way, your time, and your pace are different from mine.”
“I can’t argue with that. You prefer a malleable woman, a delicate woman. One who sits patiently and waits for your move and your whim. That certainly doesn’t describe me.”
“No, it doesn’t. And the fact is I wasn’t looking for a woman—or a relationship, whatever you choose to call it. You came after me, and you’re beautiful. I got tired of pretending I didn’t want you.”
“That’s fair. And the sex was good for both of us, so there shouldn’t be any complaints.” She removed the last suture. “All done.” She lifted her eyes to his. “All done, Brian. The scar will fade. Before long, you won’t even remember you were hurt. Now that the air’s all clear, I’ll be on my way.”
He remained where he was when she rose. “I appreciate it.”
“Don’t give it a thought,” she said with a voice like frosted roses. “I won’t.” She left by the back, quietly and deliberately closing the screen behind her.
She didn’t start to run until she was into the shelter of the trees.
“Well, that was fun.” Brian picked up Kirby’s untouched lemonade and downed it in several long gulps. It hit his tortured stomach like acid.
He’d done the right thing, hadn’t he? For himself and probably for her. He’d kept things from stringing out, getting too deep and complicated. All he’d done was nick her pride, and she had plenty of it to spare. Pride and class and brains and a tidy little body with the energy of a nuclear warhead.
Christ, she was a hell of a woman.
No, he’d done the right thing, he assured himself, and ran the cold glass over his forehead because he suddenly felt viciously hot inside and out. She would have set him aside eventually and left him slackjawed and shot in the knees.
Women like Kirby Fitzsimmons didn’t stay. Not that he wanted any woman to stay, but if a man was going to start fantasizing, if he was going to start believing in marriage and family, she was just the type to draw him in, then leave him twisting in the wind.
She had too much fuel, too much nerve to stay on Desire. The right offer from the right hospital or medical institute or whatever, and she’d be gone before the sand settled back in her footprints.
God, he’d never seen anything like the way she’d handled Susan Peters’s body. The way she’d turned from woman to rock, clipping out orders in that cool, steady voice, her eyes flat, her hands without the slightest tremor.
It had been an eye-opener for him, all right. This wasn’t some fragile little flower who would be content to treat poison ivy and sunburn on a nowhere dot in the ocean for long. Hook herself up with an innkeeper who made the best part of his living whipping up soufflés and frying chicken? Not in this lifetime, he told himself.
So it was done, and over, and his life would settle back quietly into the routine he preferred.
Fucking rut, he thought on a sudden surge of fury. He nearly hurled the glass into the sink when he spotted her medical bag on the table. She’d left her bag, he mused, opening it and idly poking through the contents.
She could just come back and get it herself, he decided. He had things to do. He couldn’t be chasing after her just because she’d been in a snit and left it behind.
Of course, she might need it. You couldn’t be sure when some medical emergency would come along. It would be his fault, wouldn’t it, if she didn’t have her needles and prodding things. Someone could up and die, couldn’t they?
He didn’t want that on his conscience. With a shrug, he picked the bag up, found it heavier than he’d imagined. He thought he’d just run it over to her, drop it off, and that would be that.
He decided to take the car rather than cut through the forest. It was too damn hot to walk. And besides, if she’d dawdled at all he might beat her there. He could just leave the bag inside her door and drive off before she even got home.
When he pulled up in her drive, he thought he had accomplished just that and was disgusted with himself for being disappointed. He didn’t want to see her again. That was the whole point.
But when he was halfway up the steps, he realized she’d beaten him back after all. He could hear her crying.
It stopped him in his tracks, the sound of it. Hard, passionate sobs, raw gulps of air. It shook him right to the bone, left him dry-mouthed and loose at the knees. He wondered if there was anything more fearful a man could face than a weeping woman.
He opened the door quietly, eased it shut. His nerves were shot as he started back to her bedroom, shifting her bag from hand to hand.
She was curled up on the bed, a tight ball of misery with her hair curtaining her face. He’d dealt with wild female tears before. A man couldn’t live with Lexy half his life and avoid that. But he’d never expected such unrestrained weeping from Kirby. Not the woman who had challenged him to resist her, not the woman who had faced the result of murder without a quiver. Not the woman who had just walked out of his kitchen with her head high and her eyes cold as the North Atlantic.
With Lexy it was either get the hell out and bar the door or gather her up close and hold on until the storm passed. He decided to hold on and, sitting on the side of the bed, he reached out to bundle her to him.
She shot up straight as an arrow, slapping out sharply at the hands that reached for her. Patiently, he persisted—and found himself holding on to a hundred pounds of furious woman.
“Get out of here! Don’t you touch me.” The humiliation on top of the hurt was more than she could stand. She kicked, shoved, then scrambled off the far side of the bed. Standing there, she glared at him through puffy eyes even as fresh sobs choked her.
“How dare you come in here? Get the hell out!”
“You left your doctor’s bag.” Because he felt foolish half sprawled over her bed, he straightened up and faced her across it. “I heard you crying. I didn’t mean to make you cry. I didn’t know I could.”
She pulled tissues out of the box on the bedside table and mopped at her face. “What makes you think I’m crying over you?”
“Since I don’t expect you ran into anyone else in the last five minutes who would set you off like this, it’s a reasonable assumption.”
“And you’re so reasonable, aren’t you, Brian?” She yanked out more tissues, littering the floor with them. “I was indulging myself. I’m entitled to that. Now I’d like you to leave me alone.”
“If I hurt you—”
“If you hurt me?” Out of desperation she grabbed the box of tissues and threw it at him. “If you hurt me, you son of a bitch. What am I, rubber, that you can slap at me and it bounces off? You say you’re falling in love with me, then you turn around and calmly tell me that it’s over.”
“I said I thought I was falling in love with you.” It was vital, he thought with a little squirm of panic, to make that distinction. “I stopped it.”
“You—” Rage really did make you see red, she realized. Her vision was lurid with it as she grabbed the closest thing at hand and heaved it.
“Jesus, woman!” Brian jerked as the small crystal vase whizzed by his head like a glittering bullet. “You break open my face, you’re just going to have to stitch it up again.”
“The hell I will.” She grabbed a favorite perfume atomizer from her dresser and let it fly. “You can bleed to death and I won’t lift a finger. To fucking death, you bastard.”
He ducked, dodged, and was just fast enough to tackle her before she cracked him over the head with a silver-backed mirror. “I can hold you down as long as it takes,” he panted out as he used his weight to press her into the mattress. “Damned if I’m going to let you take a chunk out of me because I bruised your pride.”
“My pride?” She stopped struggling and her eyes went from hot to overflowing. “You broke my heart.” She turned her head, closed her eyes, and let the tears slide free. “Now I don’t have any pride to bruise.”
Staggered, he leaned back. She simply turned on her side and curled up again. She didn’t sob now but lay silent with tears wet on her cheeks.
“Leave me alone, Brian.”
“I thought I could. I thought you’d want me to do just that sooner or later. So why not sooner? You won’t stay.” He spoke quietly, trailing a finger through her hair. “Not here, not with me. And if I don’t step back, it’ll kill me when you leave.”
She was too tired even to cry now. She slipped a hand under her cheek for comfort and opened her eyes. “Why won’t I stay?”
“Why would you? You can go anywhere you want. New York, Chicago, Los Angeles. You’re young, you’re beautiful, you’re smart. A doctor in any of those places is going to make piles of money, go to the country club every week, have a fancy office in some big, shiny building.”
“If I’d wanted those things, I would already have them. If I wanted to be in New York or Chicago or L.A., I’d be there.”
“Why aren’t you?”
“Because I love it here. I always have. Because I’m practicing the kind of medicine here that I want to practice and living my life the way I want to live it.”
“You come from a different place,” he insisted. “A different lifestyle. Your daddy’s rich—”
“And my ma is good-looking.” She sniffled and didn’t see the quick, involuntary quiver of his mouth.
“What I mean is—”
“I know what you mean.” Her head felt like an overblown balloon ready to burst. Idly, she told herself she’d take something for it. In just a minute. “I don’t care much for country clubs. They’re usually stuffy and burdened with rules. Why would I want that when I can sit on my deck and see the ocean every day of my life? I can walk in the forest and spot a deer, watch the mists rise off the river.”
She shifted just a little so she could see his face. “Tell me, Brian, why do you stay here? You could go to any of those places you named, run the kitchen in a fine hotel, or own your own restaurant. Why don’t you?”
“It’s not what I want. I have what I want here.”
“So do I.” She turned her cheek back against the bedspread. “Now go away and leave me alone.”
He got up and stood looking down at her. He felt big and awkward and out of his depth. Hooking his thumbs in his front pockets, he paced away, paced back, turned to stare out the window, to stare back at her. She didn’t move, didn’t speak. He cursed under his breath, hissed out a breath, and started for the door. Turned back.
“I wasn’t truthful with you before. I didn’t stop it, Kirby. I wanted to, but I couldn’t. And it wasn’t just thinking, it was ... being. I’d rather not be, I’ll tell you that straight out. I’d rather not be, because it’s bound to be a mess somewhere along the line. But there it is.”
She brushed a hand over her cheek and sat up. No, he did not have the look of a happy man, she decided. There was resentment in his eyes, stubbornness in his mouth, and annoyance in his stance. “Is this your charming way of telling me you’re in love with me?”
“That’s what I said. It so happens I’m not feeling very charming at the moment.”
“You boot me out of your life, you humiliate me by catching me at a weak moment, you insult me by denying my feelings and my character, then you tell me you love me.” She shook her head, pushed her damp hair back from her face. “Well, this is certainly the romantic moment every woman dreams of.”
“I’m just telling you the way it is, the way I feel.”
She let loose a sigh. If in a corner of her heart joy was blooming, she decided to hold it in check, just for a while. “Since for some reason that I can’t quite remember I seem to be in love with you too, I’m going to make a suggestion.”
“I’m listening.”
“Why don’t we take a walk on the beach, a nice long walk? The air might clear your brain enough for you to find a few drops of charm. Then you can try to tell me again, the way it is, and the way you feel.”
He considered her, discovered his head was already clearing. “I wouldn’t mind a walk,” he said and held out a hand for hers.




 TWENTY-EIGHT
SOMETHING bad was in the air. Sam could sense it. It was more than the thick heat, more than the hard look to the sky. He had some worries about Hurricane Carla, which was currently kicking the stuffing out of the Bahamas. The forecasters claimed she was primed to dance her way out to sea, but Sam knew hurricanes were essentially female. And females were essentially unpredictable.
Odds were she’d give Desire a miss and take out her temper on Florida. But he didn’t like the feel to the air. It was too damn tight, he thought. Like it was ready to squeeze over your skin.
He was going to go in and check the little weather station Kate had gotten him last Christmas, do a run on the shortwave. There was a storm coming, all right. He wished he knew when it was coming.
As he crested the hill he saw the couple at the edge of the east garden. The sun was slanting over them, turning Jo’s hair into glittering flame. Her body was angled forward, balanced against the man’s with a kind of yearning it was impossible not to recognize.
The Delaney boy, Sam thought, grown up to a man. And the man had his hands on Sam’s daughter’s butt. Sam blew out a breath, wondered just how he was supposed to feel about that.
Their eyes were full of each other, and with a fluid shift of bodies their mouths tangled. It was the kind of hotly intimate kiss that made it obvious they’d been spending time doing a lot more to each other.
And how was he supposed to feel about that?
Time was, young people wouldn’t neck right out in the open that way. He remembered when he’d been courting Annabelle, the way they’d snuck off like thieves. They’d done their groping in private. Why, if Belle’s daddy had ever come across them this way, there’d have been hell to pay.
He walked on, making sure his footsteps were loud enough to wake the dead and the dreaming. Didn’t even have the courtesy to jerk apart and look guilty, Sam thought. They just eased apart, linked hands, and turned toward him.
“There’s guests inside the house, Jo Ellen, and they ain’t paying for a floor show.”
Surprised, she blinked at him. “Yes, Daddy.”
“You want to be free with your affections, do it someplace that won’t set tongues wagging from here to Savannah.”
Wisely, she swallowed the chuckle, lowered her eyes before he caught the gleam of laughter in them, and nodded. “Yes, sir.”
Sam shifted his feet, planted them, and looked at Nathan. “Seems to me you’re old enough to strap down your glands in a public place.”
Following Jo’s lead and warned by the quick squeeze of her hand, Nathan kept his tone sober and respectful. “Yes, sir.”
Satisfied, if not completely fooled, by their responses, Sam frowned up at the sky. “Storm coming,” he muttered. “Going to give us a knock no matter what the weatherman says.”
He was making conversation, Jo realized, and shoved her shock aside to fall in. “Carla’s category two, and on dead aim for Cuba. They’re saying it’s likely she’ll head out to sea.”
“She doesn’t care what they say. She’ll do as she pleases.” He turned his gaze on Nathan again, measuring. “Don’t get knocked by hurricanes much in New York City, I expect.”
Was that a challenge? Nathan wondered. A subtle swing at his manhood?
“No. I was in Cozumel when Gilbert pummeled it, though.” He nearly mentioned the tornado he’d watched sweep like vengeance across Oklahoma and the avalanche that had thundered down the mountain pass near his chalet when he’d been working in Switzerland.
“Well, then, you know,” Sam said simply. “I hear that you and Giff got a mind to do that sunroom Kate’s been pining for.”
“It’s Giff’s project. I’m just tossing in some ideas.”
“Guess you got ideas enough. Why don’t you show me then what y’all have in mind to do to my house?”
“Sure, I can give you the general layout.”
“Fine. Jo Ellen, I suspect your young man figures on finagling dinner. Go tell Brian he’s got another mouth to feed.”
Jo opened her mouth, but her father was already walking away. She could do no more than shrug at Nathan and turn to the house.
When she stepped into the kitchen, Brian was busy at the counter de-heading shrimp. And singing, she realized with a jolt. Under his breath and off-key, but singing.
“What’s come over this place?” she demanded. “Daddy’s holding full conversations and asking to see solarium plans, you’re singing in the kitchen.”
“I wasn’t singing.”
“You were too singing. It was a really lousy rendition of ‘I Love Rock and Roll,’ but it could be loosely described as singing.”
“So what? It’s my kitchen.”
“That’s more like it.” She went to the fridge for a beer. “Want one of these?”
“I guess I wouldn’t turn it down. I’m losing weight just standing here.” He swiped the back of his hand over his sweaty forehead and took the bottle she’d opened for him. He took a long swallow, then tucked his tongue in his cheek. “So, is Nathan able to walk without a limp today?”
“Yeah, but I bloodied his lip.” She reached into the white ceramic cookie jar and dug out a chocolate-chip. “A brother with any sense of decency would have bloodied it for me.”
“You always said you preferred fighting your own battles. How in God’s name can you chase cookies with beer? It’s revolting.”
“I’m enjoying it. You want any help in here?”
It was his turn to experience shock. “Define ‘help.’ ”
“Assistance,” she snapped. “Chopping something, stirring something.”
He took another pull on his beer as he considered her. “I could use some carrots, peeled and grated.”
“How many?”
“Twenty dollars’ worth. That’s what you cost me.”
“Excuse me?”
“Just a little wager with Lexy. A dozen,” he said and turned back to his shrimp.
She got the carrots out, began to remove the peels in slow, precise strips.
“Brian, if there was something you believed all your life, something you’d learned to live with, but that something wasn’t true, would you be better off going on the way you’d always gone on, or finding out it was something different? Something worse.”
“You can let a sleeping dog lie, but it’s hard to rest easy. You never know when it’s going to wake up and go for your throat.” He slid the shrimp into a boiling mixture of water, beer, and spices. “Then again, you let the dog lie long enough, it gets old and feeble and its teeth fall out.”
“That’s not a lot of help.”
“That wasn’t much of a question. You’re getting peelings all over the floor.”
“So, I’ll sweep them up.” She wanted to sweep the words up with them, under the first handy rug. But she would always know they were there. “Do you think a man, a perfectly normal man, with a family, a job, a house in the suburbs, a man who plays catch with his son on a Sunday afternoon and brings his wife roses on a Wednesday evening, could have another side? A cold, dark side that no one sees, a side that’s capable of doing something unspeakable, then folding back into itself so he can root at the Little League game on Saturday and take the family out for ice cream sodas afterward?”
Brian got the colander out for the shrimp and set it in the sink. “You’re full of odd questions this evening, Jo Ellen. You writing a book or something?”
“Can’t you just tell me what you think? Can’t you just have an opinion on a subject and say what it is?”
“All right.” Baffled, he tipped the lid to the pot to give the shrimp a quick stir. “If you want to be philosophical, the Jekyll and Hyde theme has always fascinated people. Good and evil existing side by side in the same personality. There’s none of us without shadows.”
“I’m not talking about shadows. About a man who gives in to temptation and cheats on his wife one afternoon at the local motel, or who skims the till at work. I’m talking about real evil, the kind that doesn’t carry a breath of guilt or conscience with it. Yet it doesn’t show, not even to the people closest to it.”
“Seems to me the easiest evil to hide is one with no conscience tagged to it. If you don’t feel remorse or responsibility, there’s no mirror reflecting back.”
“No mirror reflecting back,” she repeated. “It would be like black glass, wouldn’t it? Opaque.”
“Do you have any other cheerful remarks or suppositions to discuss?”
“How’s this? Can the apple fall far from the tree?”
With a half laugh, Brian hefted the pot and poured shrimp and steaming water into the colander. “I’d say that depended entirely on the apple. A firm, healthy one might take a few good bounces and roll. You had one going rotten, it’d just plop straight down at the trunk.”
He turned, mopping his brow again and reaching for his beer when he caught her eye. “What?” he demanded as she stared at him, her eyes dark and wide, her face pale.
“That’s exactly right,” she said quietly. “That’s so exactly right.”
“I’m hell on parables.”
“I’m going to hold you to that one, Brian.” She turned back to her grating. “After dinner, we need to talk. All of us. I’ll tell the others. We’ll use the family parlor.”
“All of us, in one place? Who do you want to punish?”
“It’s important, Brian. It’s important to all of us.”

“I don’t see why I have to twiddle my thumbs around here when I’ve got a date.” Looking at her image in the mirror behind the bar, Lexy fussed with her hair. “It’s nearly eleven o’clock already. Giff’s liable to just give up waiting and go to bed.”
“Jo said it was important,” Kate reminded her. She fought to make her knitting needles click rhythmically rather than bash together. She’d been working on the same afghan for ten years and was bound and determined to conquer it before another decade passed.
“Then where is she?” Lexy demanded, whirling around. “I don’t see anybody here but you and me. Brian’s probably snuck off to Kirby’s, Daddy’s holed up with his shortwave tracking that damned hurricane—and it isn’t even coming around here.”
“They’ll be along. Why don’t you fix us all a nice glass of wine, honey?” It was one of Kate’s little dreams, having her family all gathered together, cooling off after a hot day, sharing the events of it.
“Seems like I’m always waiting on somebody. I swear, the last thing I’ll do to keep the wolf away from the door when I go back to New York is wait tables.”
Sam ducked his head and stepped in. He glanced at Kate with amusement. That blanket never seemed to grow by much, he thought, but somehow or other it got uglier every time she dragged it out. “You know what the girl’s got on her mind?”
“No, I don’t,” Kate said placidly. “But sit down. Lexy’s getting us some wine.”
“Sooner have a beer, if it’s all the same.”
“Well, place your orders,” Lexy said testily. “I live to serve.”
“I can fetch my own.”
“Oh, sit down.” She waved a hand at him. “I’ll get it.”
Feeling chastised, he lowered himself to the couch beside Kate, drummed his fingers on his knee. He looked up when Lexy held out a brimming pilsner. “Guess you want a tip now.” When she arched a brow, he nodded soberly. “Recycle. The world is your backyard.”
Kate’s needles stilled, Lexy stared. As color crept up his throat, Sam stared into his beer.
“My God, Sam, you made a joke. Lexy, you be sure to remind me to mark this down on my Year-at-a-Glance calendar.”
“Sarcastic woman’s the reason I keep my mouth shut in the first place,” he muttered, and Kate’s laugh tinkled out.
She patted Sam’s knee affectionately while Lexy grinned down at them.
That’s what Jo saw when she came in. Her father, her cousin, and her sister sharing a moment together while Kate’s laughter rang out.
Her heart sank. It was an image she’d never expected to see, one she hadn’t known could be so precious to her. Now she, and the man who stood behind her, could destroy it.
“There she is.” Kate continued to beam, and when she spotted Nathan, her idea of what Jo had wanted the family to hear took on the hint of orange blossoms and bridal lace. Fluttering, she set her knitting aside. “We were just having some wine. Maybe we should make it champagne instead, just for fun.”
“No, wine’s fine.” Her nerves screaming, Jo hurried in. “Don’t get up, Kate, I’ll get it.”
“I hope this won’t take long, Jo. I’ve got plans.”
“I’m sorry, Lexy.” Jo clinked glasses together in her hurry to have it done.
“Sit down,” Kate hissed, rolling her eyes, wiggling her brows to try to give Lexy a hint. “Make yourself comfortable, Nathan. I’m sure Brian will be right along. Oh, here he is now. Brian, turn up the fan a little, will you? This heat’s just wilting. Must be cooler at your place by the river, Nathan.”
“Some.” He sat, knowing he had to let Jo set the pace. But he looked at Sam. They’d spent twenty minutes together that evening, outlining plans, discussing structure and form. And all the while Nathan had tasted the bitter tang of deceit.
It was time to open it up, spread it out, and accept the consequences. “I’m sorry?” he said, realizing abruptly that Kate was speaking to him.
“I was just asking if you’re finding it as easy to work here as you do in New York.”
“It’s a nice change.” His eyes met Jo’s as she brought him a glass of wine. Get it done, he asked her silently. Get it finished.
“Would you sit down, Brian?” she murmured.
“Hmm.” She’d interrupted his daydream about wandering over to Kirby’s shortly and waking her up in a very specific and interesting manner. “Sure.”
He settled into a chair and decided he’d never been more relaxed or content in his life. He even gave Lexy a quick wink when she sat on the arm beside him.
“I don’t know how to begin, how to tell you.” Jo took a bracing breath. “I wish I could take the chance and let sleeping dogs lie.” She caught Brian’s eye, saw the flicker of confusion in his. “But I can’t. Whether it’s the best thing or not, I have to believe it’s the right thing. Daddy.” She walked over, sat on the coffee table so that her eyes were on a level with Sam’s. “It’s about Mama.”
She saw his mouth harden and, though he didn’t move, felt him pull back from her. “There’s no point in stirring up old waters, Jo Ellen. Your mother’s been gone long enough for you to deal with her going.”
“She’s dead, Daddy. She’s been dead for twenty years.” As if to anchor them both, she closed a hand over his. “She didn’t leave you, or us. She didn’t walk away from Sanctuary. She was murdered.”
“How can you say such a thing?” Lexy surged to her feet. “How can you say that, Jo?”
“Alexa.” Sam kept his eyes on Jo’s. “Hush.” He had to give himself a moment to stand up to the blow she’d delivered. He wanted to dismiss it, slide over or around it. But there was no evading that steady and sorrowful look in her eyes. “You’ve got a reason for saying that. For believing it.”
“Yes.”
She told him calmly, clearly, about the photograph that had been sent to her. The shock of recognition, the undeniable certainty that it was Annabelle.
“I worked it out a hundred different ways in my head,” she continued. “That it had been taken years later, that it was just a trick of the camera, just a horrible joke. That I’d imagined it altogether. But none of those were true, Daddy. It was Mama, and it was taken right here on the island on the night we thought she left.”
“Where’s the picture?” he demanded. “Where is it?”
“It’s gone. Whoever sent it came back and took it while I was in the hospital. But it was there, I swear it. It was Mama.”
“How do you know? How can you be sure of that?”
She opened her mouth, but Nathan stepped forward. “Because I’ve seen the photograph. Because my father took it, after he killed her.”
With a storm raging in his head, Sam got slowly to his feet. “You’re going to stand there and tell me your father killed Belle. Killed a woman who’d done him no harm, and then took pictures of it. He took pictures of her when he’d done with her, and showed them to you.”
“Nathan didn’t know, Daddy.” Jo clung to Sam’s arm. “He was just a boy. He didn’t know.”
“I’m not looking at a boy now.”
“I found the photographs and a journal after my father died. Everything Jo told is true. My father killed your wife. He wrote it all down, locked the journal and the prints, the negatives in a safe-deposit box. I found them after he and my mother died.”
When the words trailed away there was no sound but the whisk of the blades from the ceiling fan, Lexy’s weeping, and the harsh breaths Sam pushed in and out of his lungs.
He could see her now, shimmering at the front of his mind, the wife he’d loved, the woman he’d cursed. All the lights and shadows of her shifted together to form rage. To form grief.
“Twenty years he kept it to himself.” Sam clenched his fists, but there was nothing to strike. “You find out and you come back here and put your hands on my daughter. And you let him.” He burned Jo with a look. “You know, and you let him.”
“I felt the same way when he told me. Just the same. But when I had time to think it through, to understand ... Nathan wasn’t responsible.”
“His blood was.”
“You’re right.” Nathan moved so that Jo no longer stood between him and Sam. “I came back here to try to find a way through it, or around it, or to just bury it. And I fell in love where I had no right to.”
Brian set Lexy aside so that she could weep into her hands instead of on his shoulder. “Why?” His voice was as raw as his soul. “Why did he do it?”
“There’s no reason that can justify it,” Nathan said wearily. “Nothing she’d done. He ... selected her. It was a project to him, a study. He didn’t act out of anger, or even out of passion. I can’t explain it to myself.”
“It’s best if you go now, Nathan.” Kate spoke quietly as she rose. “Leave us alone with this for a while.”
“I can’t, until it’s all said.”
“I don’t want you in my house.” Sam’s voice was dangerously low. “I don’t want you on my land.”
“I’m not going until I know Jo’s safe. Because whoever killed Susan Peters and Ginny Pendleton wants her.”
“Ginny.” To steady herself, Kate gripped Sam’s arm.
“I don’t have any proof of Ginny, but I know. If you’ll listen to the rest of it, hear me out, I’ll leave.”
“Let him finish it.” Lexy sniffed back her tears and spoke in a voice that was surprisingly strong. “Ginny didn’t just run off. I’ve known that in my heart all along. It was just like Mama, wasn’t it, Nathan? And the Peters woman, too.”
She folded her hands in her lap to compose herself and turned to Jo. “You were sent photos here, to the house, pictures taken here, on the island. It’s all happening again.”
“You’re handy with a camera, Nathan.” Brian’s eyes were hot blue slits.
It stung, coming from a man who had been friend in both the past and the present. “You don’t have any reason to trust me, but you have plenty of reason to listen.”
“Let me try to explain it, Nathan.” Jo picked up her wine to cool her throat.
She left nothing out, picking her way from detail to detail, question to question, and leading into the steps she and Nathan had agreed upon taking to find the answers.
“So his dead father’s responsible for killing our mother,” Brian cut in bitterly. “Now his dead brother’s responsible for the rest. Convenient.”
“We don’t know who’s responsible for the rest. But if it is Nathan’s brother, it doesn’t make Nathan culpable.” Jo stepped up to Brian. “There’s a parable about apples falling from the tree someone told me recently. And how some are strong enough to roll clear and stay whole, and others aren’t.”
“Don’t throw my own words back at me,” he said furiously. “His father killed our mother, destroyed our lives. Now another woman’s dead, maybe two. And you expect us to pat him on the back and say all’s forgiven? Well, the hell with that. The hell with all of you.”
He strode out, leaving the air vibrating in his wake.
“I’ll go after him.” Lexy paused in front of Nathan, studied him out of red-rimmed eyes. “He’s the oldest, and maybe he loved her best, the way boys do their mamas. But he’s wrong, Nathan. There’s nothing to forgive you for. You’re a victim, just like the rest of us.”
When she slipped out, Kate said in surprised admiration, “You never expect her to be the sensible one.” Then she sighed. “We need some time here, Nathan. Some wounds need private tending.”
“I’m going with you,” Jo began, but Nathan shook his head.
“No, you stay with your family. We all need time.” He turned to face Sam. “If you have more to say to me—”
“I’ll find you right enough.”
With a nod, Nathan left them alone.
“Daddy—”
“I don’t have anything to say to you now, Jo Ellen. You’re a grown woman, but you’re living under my roof for the time being. I’m asking you to go to your room for now and let me be.”
“All right. I know what you’re feeling, and just how it hurts. You need time to deal with it.” She kept her eyes level with his. “But after you’ve had that time, if you still hold to this stand, you’ll make me ashamed. Ashamed that you would blame the son for the father’s deed.”
Saying nothing, he strode past her.
“Go ahead to your room, Jo.” Kate laid a hand on Jo’s knotted shoulder. “Let me see what I can do.”
“Do you blame him, Kate? Do you?”
“I can’t get my mind clear on what I think or feel. I know the boy’s suffering, Jo, but so is Sam. My first loyalty is to him. Go on now, don’t pester me for answers until I can sort things through.”
Kate found Sam on the front porch, standing at the rail, staring out into the night. Clouds had rolled in, covering moon and stars. She left the porch light off and stepped quietly up beside him.
“I have to grieve again.” He ran his hands back and forth over the railing. “It isn’t right that I should have to grieve for her again.”
“No, it’s not.”
“Do I take comfort that she never meant to leave me and the children? That she didn’t run off and forget us? And how do I take back all the hard thoughts of her I had over the years, all the nights I cursed her for being selfish and careless and heartless?”
“You can’t be faulted for the hard thoughts, Sam. You believed what was set in front of you. Believing a lie doesn’t make you wrong. It’s the lie that’s wrong.”
He tightened up. “If you came out here to defend that boy to me, you can turn right around and go back inside.”
“That’s not why I came out, but the fact is that you’re no more at fault for believing what you did about Belle than Nathan was for believing in his father. Now you’ve both found out you were wrong in that belief, but he’s the one who has to accept that his father was the selfish and heartless one.”
“I said you could go on back inside.”
“All right, then, you stubborn, stiff-necked mule. You just stand out here alone and wallow in your misery and think your black thoughts.” She spun around, shocked when his hand shot out and took hers.
“Don’t leave.” The words burned his throat like tears. “Don’t.”
“When have I ever?” she said with a sigh. “Sam, I don’t know what to do for you, for any of you. I hate seeing the people I love hurt this way and not knowing how to give them ease.”
“I can’t mourn for her the way I should, Kate. Twenty years is a long stretch. I’m not the same as I was when I lost her.”
“You loved her.”
“I always loved her, even when I thought the worst of her, I loved her. You remember how she was, Kate, so bright.”
“I always envied her the way she would light up everything and everyone around her.”
“A soft light’s got its own appeal.” He stared down at their joined hands and missed the shock that bolted into her eyes. “You always kept that light steady,” he said carefully. “She’d have been grateful for the way you mothered the children, looked after things. I should have told you before that I’m grateful.”
“I started out doing it for her, and stayed for myself. And Sam, I don’t think Belle would have wanted you to grieve all over again. I never knew her to nurse a hurt or cling to a grudge. She wouldn’t have blamed a ten-year-old boy for what his father was.”
“I’m cut in two on this, Kate. I’m remembering that when Belle went missing, David Delaney joined in the search for her.” He had to close his eyes as the rage rose up black again. “The son of a bitch walked this island with me. And all the while he’d done that to her. His wife came and got the children, took them back with her to mind all that day. I was grateful to him, God forgive me for that. I was grateful to him.”
“He deceived you,” she said quietly. “He deceived his own family.”
“He never missed a step. I can’t go back to that day, knowing what I know now, and make him pay for it.”
“Will you make the son pay instead?”
“I don’t know.”
“Sam, what if they’re right? What if someone wants to do to Jo what was done to Annabelle? We need to protect what we have left, to use whatever we have to protect what we have left. If I’m any judge, Nathan Delaney would step in front of a moving train to keep her safe.”
“I can see to my own this time. I’m prepared this time.”


THE edge of the woods on a moonless night was an excellent vantage point. But he hadn’t been able to resist creeping a little closer, using the dark to conceal his movements.
It was so exciting to be this close to the house, to hear the old man’s words so clearly. It was all out now, and that was just another arousal. They thought they knew it all, understood it all. They probably believed they’d be safe in that foreknowledge.
And they couldn’t be more wrong.
He tapped the gun he’d tucked, combat-style, in his boot. He could use it now if he wanted, take both of them out. Like shooting ducks in a barrel. That would leave the two women alone in the house, since Brian had driven off in a stone-spitting fit of temper.
He could have both of Annabelle’s daughters, one after the other, both at once. A delicious ménage à trois.
Still, that would be a detour from the master plan. And the plan was serving him so well. Sticking to it would prove his discipline, his ability to conceive and execute. And if he wanted to duplicate the Annabelle experience, he would have to be patient just a little longer.
But that didn’t mean he couldn’t stir things up a bit in the meantime. Scared rabbits, he mused, were so much easier to trap.
He melted back into the trees and spent a pleasant hour contemplating the light in Jo’s window.




 TWENTY-NINE
KIRBY jogged along the beach, hugging her solitude. The sky to the east was wildly red, gloriously, violently vivid with sunrise. She supposed that if the old adage were true, sailors better take warning, but she could only think how beautiful the morning was with its furious sky and high, wild winds.
Maybe they were in for a backslap from Carla after all, she thought, as her feet pounded the hard-packed sand. It might be exciting, and it would take Brian’s mind off his troubles for a little while.
She wished she knew what to say to him, how to help him. All she’d been able to do when he’d roared into her cottage the night before was listen, as she had listened to Jo. But when she’d tried to comfort him, as she had comforted Jo, it hadn’t been the soft, soothing words she’d offered that he wanted. So she’d given him the heat instead and had held on for dear life as he pounded out his misery in sex.
She hadn’t been able to convince him to stay and sleep past dawn. He was up and gone before the sun peeked over the horizon. But at least he gathered her close, at least he pulled her to him. And she knew she’d steadied him for the return to Sanctuary.
Now she wanted to clear her head. If the man she loved was in trouble, if he was in distress, then so was she. She would gear herself up to stand by him, to see him through this, and she hoped, to guide him toward some peace.
Then she saw Nathan standing near where the booming breakers hammered the shoreline. Loyalty warred against reason as she slowed her pace. But in the end her need to help, to heal, overrode everything else. She simply couldn’t turn her back on pain.
“Some morning.” She had to lift her voice over the thunder of surf and wind. Puffing only a little, she stopped beside him. “So, is your vacation living up to your expectations?”
He laughed. He couldn’t help it. “Oh, yeah. It’s the trip of a lifetime.”
“You need coffee. As a doctor, I’m supposed to tell you that caffeine isn’t good for you, but I happen to know it often does the trick.”
“You offering?”
“I am.”
“I appreciate it, Kirby, but we both know I’m persona non grata. Brian wouldn’t appreciate you sharing a morning cup with me. I can’t blame him for it.”
“I do my own thinking, form my own impressions. That’s why he’s crazy about me.” She laid a hand on his arm. No, she couldn’t turn her back on pain. Even the air around Nathan was hurting. “Come on up to the house. Think of me as your kindly island doctor. Bare your soul.” She smiled at him. “I’ll even bill you for an office visit if you want.”
“Such a deal.” He took a long breath. “Christ, I could use a cup of coffee. I could use the ear too.”
“And I’ve got both. Come on.” She tucked her arm in his and walked away from the shore. “So, the Hathaways gave you a rough time.”
“Oh, I don’t know, they were fairly gracious all in all. That southern hospitality. My father raped and murdered your mother, I tell them. Hell, nobody even tried to lynch me.”
“Nathan.” She paused at the base of her steps. “It’s a hell of a mess, and a terrible tragedy all around. But none of them will blame you once they’re able to think it through.”
“Jo doesn’t. Of all of them, she’s the most vulnerable because of it, but she doesn’t.”
“She loves you.”
“She may yet get over that. Lexy didn’t,” he murmured. “She looked me straight in the eye, her cheeks still wet from crying, and told me none of it was my responsibility.”
“Lexy uses pretenses and masks and foolishness and uses them expertly. So she can see through them and cut to the bone faster than most.” She opened her door, turned back to him. “And Nathan, none of it is, or was, your responsibility.”
“I know that intellectually, and I’d almost convinced myself of it emotionally—I wanted to because I wanted Jo. But it’s not over, Kirby. It’s not finished. At least one other woman is dead now, so it’s not over.”
She nodded and held the door open for him. “We’ll talk about that too.”


CARLA teased the southeast coast of Florida, giving Key Biscayne a quick and violent kiss before shimmying north. In her capricious way, she did a tango with Fort Lauderdale, scattered trailers and tourists and took a few lives. But she didn’t seem inclined to stay.
Her eye was cold and wide, her breath fast and eager. She’d grown stronger, wilder since her birth in the warm waters of the West Indies.
Like a vengeful whore, she spun back out to sea, stomping her sharp heels over the narrow barrier islands in her path.


LEXY hurried into the guest room where Jo was just smoothing the spread on the walnut sleigh bed. The sun beamed hot and brilliant through the open balcony doors, highlighting the shadows under Jo’s eyes that spoke of a restless night.
“Carla just hit St. Simons,” Lexy said, a little breathless from her rush up two flights of stairs.
“St. Simons? I thought she was tracking west.”
“She changed her mind. She’s heading north, Jo. The last report said if she keeps to course and velocity, her leading edge will hit here before nightfall.”
“How bad is she?”
“She’s clawed her way up to category three.”
“Winds of over a hundred miles an hour. We’ll need to batten down.”
“We’re going to evacuate the tourists before the seas get too rough for ferry crossings. Kate wants you to help down at checkout. I’m going out with Giff. We’ll start boarding up.”
“All right, I’ll be down. Let’s hope she heads out to sea and gives us a pass.”
“Daddy’s on the radio getting updates. Brian went down to see that the boat’s fueled and supplied in case we have to leave.”
“Daddy won’t leave. He’ll ride it out if he has to tie himself to a tree.”
“But you will.” Lexy stepped closer. “I went by your room earlier, saw your suitcases open and nearly packed.”
“There’s more reason for me to go than to stay.”
“You’re wrong, Jo. There’s more for staying, at least until we find the way to settle this for everyone. And we need to bury Mama.”
“Oh, God, Lexy.” Jo covered her face, then stood there with her fingers pressed to her eyes.
“Not her body. But we need to put a marker up in the cemetery, and we need to say good-bye. She loved us. All my life I thought she didn’t, and that maybe it was because of me.”
When Lexy’s voice broke, Jo dropped her hands. “Why would you think something like that?”
“I was the youngest. I thought she hadn’t wanted another child, hadn’t wanted me. So I spent most of my life trying so hard to make people love me, people want me. I’d be whatever I thought they’d like best. I’d be stupid or I’d be smart. I’d be helpless or I’d be clever. And I’d always make sure I left first.”
She walked over, carefully shut the balcony doors. “I’ve done a lot of hateful things,” she continued. “And it’s likely I’ll do plenty more. But knowing the truth’s changed something inside me. I have to say good-bye to her. We all do.”
“I’m ashamed I didn’t think of it,” Jo murmured. “If I go before it can all be arranged, I’ll come back. I promise.” She bent down to gather up the linens she’d stripped from the bed. “Despite everything, I’m glad I came back this time. I’m glad things have changed between us.”
“So am I.” Lexy aimed a sidelong smile. “So, now maybe you’ll fancy up some of the pictures you took that I’m in, and take a few more. I could use them for my portfolio. Casting directors ought to be pretty impressed with glossies taken by one of the top photographers in the country.”
“If we shake loose of Carla, you and I will have a photo shoot that’ll knock every casting director in New York on his ass.”
“Really? Great.” She scowled out at the sky. “Goddamn hurricane. Something’s always coming along to postpone the good stuff. Maybe we can do it in Savannah. You know, rent a real studio for a couple of days, and—”
“Lexy.”
“Oh, all right.” Lexy waved her hands. “But thinking about that’s a lot more fun than thinking about nailing up sheets of plywood. Of course, maybe Giff’ll think I’m plain useless at it, and I can whisk back inside and check through my wardrobe for the right outfits. I want sexy shots, sexy and moody. We could get us a little wind machine for—”
“Lexy,” Jo said again on an exasperated laugh.
“I’m going, I’m going. I’ve got this terrific evening gown I got wholesale in the garment district.” She started toward the door. “Now, if I can just talk Kate into letting me borrow Grandma Pendleton’s pearls.”
Jo laughed again as Lexy’s voice carried down the hallway. Things shouldn’t change too quickly, she decided, or too much. Bundling the linens more securely, she carted them out to the laundry chute. Through an open door she could see the couple who had come in for the week from Toronto packing, and making quick work of it. She imagined most of the other guests were doing the same.
Checkout, usually a breezy and relaxed process, was going to be frantic.
The minute she came downstairs, she saw she hadn’t exaggerated. Luggage was already piled by the front door. In the parlor, half a dozen guests were milling around or standing by the windows staring at the sky as if they expected it to crack open at any moment.
Kate was at the desk, surrounded by a sea of paperwork and urgent demands. Her hospitable smile was frayed around the edges when she looked up and spotted Jo.
“Now don’t you worry. We’ll get everyone safely to the ferry. We have two running all day, and one leaves for the mainland every hour.” At the flood of voices, questions, demands, she lifted her hand. “I’m going to take the first group down right now. My niece will take over checkout.”
She sent Jo an apologetic, slightly desperate look. “Mr. and Mrs. Littleton, if you and your family would go out to the shuttle. Mr. and Mrs. Parker. Miss Houston. I’ll be right there. Now if the rest of you will be patient, my niece will be right with you.”
Having no choice, she waded through the bodies and voices and gripped Jo’s arm. “Out here for a minute. I swear, you’d think we were about to be under nuclear attack.”
“Most of them probably haven’t dealt with a hurricane before.”
“Which is why I’m glad to help them on their way. For heaven’s sake, this island and everything on it have stood up to hurricanes before, and will again.”
Since privacy was needed, Kate took it where she could get it, in the powder room off the foyer. With a little grunt of satisfaction, she flipped the lock. “There. That ought to hold for two damn minutes. I’m sorry to leave you surrounded this way.”
“It’s okay. I can run the next group down in the Jeep.”
“No.” Kate spoke sharply, then blowing out a breath, she turned to the sink to splash cold water on her face. “You’re not to leave this house, Jo Ellen, unless one of us is with you. I don’t need another thing to worry about.”
“For heaven’s sake. I can lock the doors to the Jeep.”
“No, and I won’t stand here and argue about it. I just don’t have the luxury of time for it. You’ll help most right here, keeping these people calm. I have to swing around and pick up some of the cottage people. Brian was going by the campground. We’ll have another flood of them in shortly.”
“All right, Kate. Whatever you want.”
“Your father brought the radio down to the kitchen.” She took Jo by the arms. “He’s well within hailing distance. You take no chances, you understand me?”
“I don’t intend to. I need to call Nathan.”
“I’ve already done that. He didn’t answer. I’ll go by before I bring the next group. I’d feel better if he was here, too.”
“Thanks.”
“Don’t thank me, honey pie. I’m about to leave you with the world’s biggest headache.” Kate sucked in a breath, braced her shoulders, and opened the door.
Jo winced at the din of voices from the parlor. “Hurry back,” she said and mustered a weak smile as she walked straight into the line of fire.


OUTSIDE, Giff muscled a sheet of plywood over the first panel of the wide dining room bay. Lexy crouched at his feet, hammered a nail quickly and with easy skill into the lower corner. She was chattering away, but Giff heard only about every third word. The wind had died, and the light was beginning to take on a brutish yellow hue.
It was coming, he thought, and faster than they’d anticipated. His family had their home secure and would likely ride it out there. He’d delegated one of his cousins and two friends to begin boarding up the cottages, starting on the southeast and moving north.
They needed more hands.
“Has anyone called Nathan?”
“I don’t know.” Lexy plucked another nail from her pouch. “Daddy wouldn’t let him help anyway.”
“Mr. Hathaway’s a sensible man, Lexy. He wants what’s his secured. And he’s had a night to think things through.”
“He’s as stubborn as six constipated mules, and him and Brian together are worse than that. Why it’s like blaming that bastard Sherman’s great-grandchildren for burning Atlanta.”
“Some do, I imagine.” Giff hefted another sheet.
“Those who haven’t a nickel’s worth of brains, I imagine.” Her teeth set, Lexy whacked the hammer onto a nailhead. “And it’s going to be mighty lowering for me if I have to admit my own daddy and brother got shortchanged in the brain department. And that they’re half blind to boot. Why, an eighty-year-old granny without her cheaters could see how much that man loves Jo Ellen. It’s sinful to make the two of them feel guilty over it.”
She straightened, blowing the hair out of her eyes. Then frowned at him. “Why are you grinning at me that way? Is my face all sweaty and grimy already?”
“You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my lifetime, Alexa Hathaway. And you always surprise me. Even knowing you inside out, you surprise me.”
“Well, honey ...” She tilted her head, batted her lashes. “I mean to.”
Giff slid his hand into his pocket, fingered the small box he’d tucked there. “I had different plans for doing this. But I don’t think I’ve ever loved you more than I do right this second.”
He tugged the box out of his pocket, watching her eyes go huge and wide as he flipped open the lid with his thumb. The little diamond centered on the thin gold band winked out points of fire in the sun.
“Marry me, Alexa.”
Her heart swelled and butted against her ribs. Her eyes misted so that the light shooting from the diamond refracted and blinded her. Her hand trembled as she pressed it to her mouth.
“Oh, how could you! How could you spoil it all this way?” Spinning around, she thumped the hammer against the edge of the wood.
“Like I said,” he murmured, “you’re always a surprise to me. You want me to put it away until we have candlelight and moonbeams?”
“No, no, no.” With a little sob, she struck the wood with the hammer again. “Put it away. Take it back. You know I can’t marry you.”
He shifted his feet, planted them. “I don’t know any such thing. Why don’t you explain it to me?”
Furious and heartsick, she whirled back to him. “You know I will if you keep asking. You know I’ll give in because I love you so much. Then I’ll have given up everything else. I’ll stay on this damn island, I won’t go back to New York, and I won’t try to make it in the theater again. Then I’ll start to hate you as the years pass and I start to think, if only. If only. I’ll just shrivel up here wondering if I could ever have been something.”
“What makes you think I’d expect you to give up on New York and the theater, that I’d expect you to give up everything you want? I’d hate to think you’d marry a man who wants less for you than you want for yourself. Whatever you want for Lexy, I want twice that much.”
She wiped a hand over her cheeks. “I don’t understand you. I don’t know what you’re saying.”
“I’m saying I’ve got plans of my own, wants of my own. I don’t plan on swinging a hammer on Desire my whole life.”
Mildly irritated, he took off his cap to wipe the sweat off his forehead, then shoved it back on again. “Things need to get built in New York, don’t they? Things need fixing there just like anywhere else.”
She lowered her hands slowly, staring into his eyes, wishing she could read them. “You’re saying you’d go to New York. You’d live in New York? For me.”
“No, that’s not what I’m saying.” Impatient, he snapped the lid closed and shoved the box back into his pocket. “If I was to do that, I’d just end up resenting you, and we’d be right back where we started. I’m saying I’d go for both of us. And that even with the money I’ve been putting by, we’d live pretty tight for a while. I’d probably have to take some classes if I wanted Nathan to give me a chance at a job in his firm.”
“A job with Nathan? You want to work in New York?”
“I’ve had a hankering to see it. And to see you, onstage, in the spotlight.”
“I might not ever get there.”
“Hell you won’t.” His dimples winked down, and his eyes went from sulky brown to golden. “I’ve never seen anybody who can play more roles. You’ll get there, Lexy. I believe in you.”
Tears gushed out even as she laughed and threw herself at him. “Oh, Giff, how’d you get to be so perfect? How’d you get to be so right?” She leaned back, catching his face in her hands. “So absolutely right for me.”
“I’ve been studying on it most of my life.”
“We’ll have a time, we will. And I’ll wait damn tables until you’re out of school or I get my break. Whatever it takes. Oh, hurry up, hurry up and put it on.” She jumped down, held out her hand. “I can’t hardly stand to wait.”
“I’ll buy you a bigger one someday.”
“No, you won’t.” She thrilled as he slipped the ring onto her finger, as he lowered his head and kissed her. “You can buy me all the other bright, shiny baubles you want when we’re rich. Because I want to be good and rich, Giff, and I’m not ashamed to say so. But this . . .” She held up her hand, turning it so the little stone winked and danced with light. “This is just perfect.”


AFTER two hours, Jo’s head throbbed and her eyes were all but crossed. Kate had come and gone twice, hauling guests to and from, swinging by various cottages. Brian had dropped off a dozen campers, then headed back to make another sweep in case there were any lingering. Her only news of Nathan was that he was helping board up cottages along the beachfront.
Except for the monotonous thwack of hammers, the house was finally quiet. She imagined Kate would be back shortly with the last of the cottagers. The windows on the south and east sides were boarded, casting the house into gloom.
When she opened the front door, the wind rushed in. The cool slap of it was a shock after the thick heat of the closed house. To the south, the sky was bruised and dark. She saw the flicker of lightning but heard no answering thunder.
Still far enough away, she decided. She would check shortly and see what track they were predicting Carla to take. And as a precaution, she would get all of her prints and negatives out of her darkroom and into the safe in Kate’s office.
Because she wanted to avoid her father for a while yet, she took the main stairs, checking rooms automatically to see that nothing had been left behind by a harried guest. She flicked off lights, moving briskly toward the family wing. The sound of hammering was louder now, and she found it comforting. Tucking us in, she thought. If Carla lashed out at Sanctuary, it would hold, as it had held before.
She caught the sound of voices as she went by Kate’s office. Plywood slipped over the window, blanking it as she passed. Either Brian was back or her father had gone out to help Giff, she decided.
She snapped on the lights in her darkroom, then turned on the radio.
“Hurricane Carla has been upgraded to category three and is expected to make landfall on the barrier island of Little Desire off the coast of Georgia by seven P.M. Tourists have been evacuated from this privately owned island in the Sea Islands chain, and residents are being advised to leave as soon as possible. Winds of up to one hundred and twenty miles an hour are expected, with the leading edge striking the narrow island near high tide.”
Her earlier confidence shaken, Jo dragged her hands through her hair. It didn’t get much worse than this, she knew. Cottages would be lost, by wind or water. Homes flattened, the beach battered, the forest ripped to pieces.
And their safety net was shrinking, she thought, with a glance at her watch. She was going to get Nathan, and Kirby, and if she had to knock her father unconscious, she was going to get him and her family off the island.
She yanked open a drawer. She could leave the prints, but damned if she’d risk losing all her negatives. But as she started to reach for them, her hand froze.
On top of her neatly organized files was a stack of prints. Her head went light, her skin clammy as she stared down into her mother’s face. She’d seen this print before, in another darkroom, in what almost seemed like another life. Over the roaring in her head, she could hear her own low moan as she reached out for it.
It was real. She could feel the slick edge of the print between her fingers. Breathing shallowly, she turned it over, read the carefully written title.
DEATH OF AN ANGEL


She bit back a whimper and forced herself to look at the next print. Grief swarmed over her, stinging like wasps. The pose was nearly identical, as though the photographer had sought to reproduce one from the other. But this was Ginny, her lively, friendly face dull and lax, her eyes empty.
“I’m sorry,” Jo whispered, pressing the print to her heart. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
The third print was certainly Susan Peters.
Jo shut her eyes, willed the sickness away, and gently set the third print aside. And her knees went to water.
The last print was of herself. Her eyes were serenely closed, her body pale and naked. Sounds strangled in her throat as she dropped the photo, backed away from it.
She groped behind her for the door, the adrenaline pumping through her, priming her to run. She backed sharply into the table, knocked the radio onto its side. Music jangled out, making her want to scream.
“No.” She fisted her hands, digging her nails into her palms until the pain cut through the shock. “I’m not going to let it happen. I’m not going to believe it. I won’t let it be true.”
She rocked herself, counting breaths until the faintness passed, then grim and determined, she picked up the photo again.
Her face, yes. It was her face. Taken before Lexy had cut her hair for the bonfire. Several weeks, then. The bonfire had been at the very start of summer. She carried the photo closer to the light, ordered herself to study it with an objective and trained eye.
It took her only seconds of clear vision to realize that while the face was hers, the body wasn’t. The breasts were too full, the hips too round. She set the photo of Annabelle beside it. Was it more horrifying, she wondered dully, to realize her face had been imposed on her mother’s body? Making them one, she thought.
That’s what he’d wanted all along.


BRIAN steered the Jeep down the maintenance road of the campground. Several of the sites had been left in disarray. With the way the storm was rolling in, he figured that wasn’t going to matter much. The wind was already ripping like razors through the trees. A gust shook the Jeep around him, had him gripping the wheel tighter. He calculated they had perhaps an hour to finish preparations.
He had to fight not to hurry this check run. He wanted to get to Kirby, lock her safely inside Sanctuary. He’d have preferred shipping her off to the mainland, but knew better than to waste his breath or his energy arguing with her. If one resident stayed put to ride it out, she would stay put to treat any injuries.
Sanctuary had stood for more than a hundred years, Brian thought. It would stand through this.
There were dozens of other worries. They would undoubtedly be cut off from the mainland. The radio would help, but there would be no phone, no power, and no transportation once they were hit. He’d fueled the generator to provide emergency power, and he knew Kate kept an ample supply of bottled water.
They had food, they had shelter, they had several strong backs. And after Carla did her worst, strong backs were going to be a necessity.
He continued to tick off tasks and options in his mind, growing calmer as he assured himself there were no stragglers in the camping areas. He only hoped there weren’t any idiots hiding out in the trees, or staking in near the beach, thinking a hurricane was a vacation adventure.
He cursed and stomped on the brakes as a figure stepped out on the road in front of the Jeep.
“Jesus Christ, you idiot.” Disgusted, Brian slammed out of the vehicle. “I damn near ran you over. Haven’t you got the sense to stay out of the middle of the road, much less the path of an oncoming hurricane?”
“I heard about that.” His grin spread wide. “Amazing timing.”
“Yeah, amazing.” Resenting every second wasted, Brian jerked a thumb at the Jeep. “Get in, I might be able to get you down for the last ferry, but there isn’t much time.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that.” Still smiling, he lifted the hand he’d held behind his back and fired the gun.
Brian jerked back as pain exploded in his chest. He staggered, fought to keep the world from revolving. And as he fell, he saw the eyes of a childhood friend laughing.
“One down.” Using his boot, he nudged Brian’s limp body over. “I appreciate the opportunity to fix the odds a bit, old pal. And the loan of the Jeep.”
As he hopped in, he gave Brian one last glance. “Don’t worry. I’ll see it gets back to Sanctuary. Eventually.”


RAIN began to lash at the windows as Kirby gathered medical supplies. She was dead calm as she tried to anticipate every possible need. If she was forced into triage, it would work best at Sanctuary. She’d already faced the very real possibility that the cottage might not survive the night.
She understood that most of the islanders would be too stubborn to leave their homes. By morning, there could be broken bones, concussions, gashes. The house trembled under a hard gust, and she set her jaw. She would be there to treat any and all injuries.
She was hefting a box, heading out to load it in her car, when her front door swung open. It took her a moment to recognize the figure in the yellow slicker and hood as Giff.
“Here.” She shoved the box into his arms. “Take this out, I’ll get the next one.”
“Figured you’d be putting this kind of thing together. Make it fast. The bitch is coming in.”
“I’ve nearly got everything packed.” She pulled on her own slicker. “Where’s Brian?”
“He was checking the campground. Isn’t back yet.”
“Well, he should have been,” she snapped. Worry dogged her heels as she ran in for the rest of her supplies. The wind shoved her backward when she tried to step out on her porch. It whistled past her ears as she bent low and fought her way forward.
“You all secure here?” Giff shouted over the pounding of the surf. He grabbed the box from her and shoved it into the Jeep.
“As much as possible. Nathan helped me with it this morning. Is he back at the house?”
“No. Haven’t seen him either.”
“For God’s sake.” She pushed back her already streaming hair. “What in hell could they be doing? We’re going by the campground, Giff.”
“We don’t have a lot of time here, Kirby.”
“We’re going by. Brian could be in trouble. This wind could have taken some trees down. If he wasn’t at Sanctuary when you left, and you didn’t pass him along the way here, he could still be over there. I’m not going in until I make sure.”
He yanked open the Jeep door and bundled her inside. “You’re the doctor,” he shouted.


“GODDAMN son of a bitch.” Nathan beat the heel of his hand against the steering wheel. He’d loaded the most precious of his work and equipment into the Jeep, and now it wouldn’t start. It didn’t even have the decency to cough and sputter.
Furious, he climbed out, hissing as the rising wind slapped hard pricks of rain into his face. He hauled up the hood, cursed again. He didn’t have time for the pretense of fixing whatever was wrong.
He needed to get to Jo and he needed to get to her now. He’d done everything else he could.
He slammed the hood down and, abandoning his equipment, began to trudge toward the river. He’d have to go a quarter of a mile upstream before he could cross, and the hike over to Sanctuary through the woods promised to be miserable.
He heard the ominous creak of trees being shoved and tortured by the wind, felt the hard hands of it playfully pushing him back as he lurched forward. Lightning snapped overhead, turning the sky to an eerie orange.
The wind stung his eyes, blurred his vision. He didn’t see the figure step out from behind a tree until he was almost upon it.
“Christ, what the hell are you doing out here?” It took him nearly ten baffled seconds to see past the changes and recognize the face. “Kyle.” Horror tripped over shock. “My God, what have you done?”
“Hello, bro’.” As if they were meeting on a sunny street, Kyle offered a hand. And as Nathan shifted his gaze for a blink to stare at it, Kyle smashed the butt of the gun into his temple.
“Two down.” This time, he threw back his head and roared. The storm empowered him. The violence of it aroused him. “I didn’t feel quite right about shooting my own brother, irritating bastard though he is, in what some would call cold blood.” He crouched down, whispering as if Nathan could hear. “The river’s going to rise, you know, trees are going to go down. Whatever happens, bro’, we’ll just figure it’s fate.”
He straightened and, leaving his brother lying on ground soaked with rain and blood, started off to claim the woman he’d decided belonged to him.




THIRTY
RAIN gushed over the windshield of the Jeep, overpowering the wipers. The road was turning to mush under the wheels, so Giff had to fight for every yard of progress.
“We’re heading in,” he told Kirby. “Brian’s got more sense than to be out in this, and so do I.”
“Just take the west route back.” She prayed it was the storm making her heart thump and freezing her bones. “That’s the way he’d have gone. Then we’ll be sure.”
“South road’s quicker.”
“Please.”
Abandoning his better judgment, Giff muscled the Jeep to the left. “If we get back in one piece, he’s going to skin me for keeping you out here five minutes longer than necessary.”
“That’s all it’ll be, five extra minutes.” She leaned forward, struggling to see through the waterfall streaming down the windshield. “What is that? Something on the side of the road up ahead.”
“Probably some gear that fell out of somebody’s camper. People were scrambling to get the hell off before—”
“Stop!” Shouting, she grabbed the wheel herself and sent them into a skid.
“Jesus Christ, you aiming to send us into a ditch? Hey—” Though he reached out to stop her, he only caught the tip of her slicker as she bolted out into the torrent of rain. “Goddamn women.” He shoved open the door. “Kirby, get back in here, this wind’s liable to blow you clean to Savannah.”
“Help me, for God’s sake, Giff! It’s Brian!” Her frigid hands were already tearing open the bloody shirt. “He’s been shot.”


“WHERE could they be?” While the wind pounded the walls, Lexy paced the main parlor. “Where could they be? Giff’s been gone nearly an hour, and Brian twice that long.”
“Maybe they took shelter.” Kate huddled in a chair and vowed not to panic. “They might have decided not to try to get back and took shelter.”
“Giff said he’d be back. He promised.”
“Then he will be.” Kate folded her hands to keep from wringing them. “They’ll be here in a minute. And they’ll be tired and wet and cold. Lexy, let’s go in and get coffee into thermoses before we lose power.”
“How can you think about coffee when—” She cut herself off, squeezed her eyes shut. “All right. It’s better than just standing here. Windows all boarded, you can’t even look out for them.”
“We’ll get hot food, hot coffee, dry clothes.” Kate reeled off the practicalities, picking up a flashlight as a precaution as she took Lexy with her.
When they were gone, Jo rose. Her father stood across the room, his back to her, staring at the boarded-up window as if he could will himself to see through the plywood.
“Daddy, he’s been in the house.”
“What?”
“He’s been in the house.” She kept her voice calm as he turned. “I didn’t want to say anything to Lexy and Kate yet. They’re both frightened enough. I’d hoped they’d get on the last ferry, but with Brian still out ...”
Sam’s stomach began to burn. “You’re sure of this.”
“Yes. He left—he’s been in my darkroom, sometime in the last two days. I can’t be sure when.”
“Nathan Delaney’s been in this house.”
“It’s not Nathan.”
Sam kept his gaze hard and steady. “I’m not willing to take a chance on that. You go in the kitchen with Kate and Lexy, and you stay with them. I’ll go through the house.”
“I’m going with you.”
“You’re going to do what I tell you and go in the kitchen. Not one of you takes a step without the other two.”
“It’s me he wants. If they’re with me, they’re only in more danger.”
“No one’s going to touch anyone of mine in this house.” He took her arm, prepared to drag her into the kitchen if necessary. The front door burst open, letting in wild wind and flooding rain.
“Upstairs, Giff, get him upstairs.” Breathing fast, Kirby sidestepped to keep the pressure firm on Brian’s chest as Giff staggered under his weight. “I need my supplies out of the Jeep. Now,” she ordered as Sam and Jo raced forward. “I need sheets, towels, I need light. Hurry. He’s lost so much blood.”
Kate dashed down the hall. “God, sweet God, what happened?”
“He’s been shot.” Kirby kept deliberate pace with Giff, never taking her eyes off Brian’s face. “Radio the mainland, find out how long it’ll take to get a helicopter in. We need to get him to a hospital, and we need the police. Hurry with the supplies. I’ve already lost too much time.”
Without bothering with rain gear, Sam ran out into the storm. He was blind before he’d reached the Jeep, deaf but for the roar of blood in his head and the scream of the wind. He dragged the first box free, then found Jo shoving past him for the next.
They shouldered the weight and fought their way back into the house together.
“She’s putting him in the Garden Suite. It’s the closest bed.” Lexy put her back into it and managed to shut the door behind them. “She won’t say how bad it is. She won’t say anything. Kate’s on the radio.”
Jo gripped the box until her knuckles were white as they hurried up the steps.
Kirby had stripped off her blood-smeared slicker, tossed it aside. She didn’t hear the rain pound or the wind scream. She had only one goal now: to keep Brian alive.
“I need more pillows. We need to keep his trunk and legs higher than his head, keep the site of the bleeding elevated. He’s in shock. He needs more blankets. It went through. I found the exit wound.”
She pressed padding high on the back of his right shoulder. Her ungloved hand was covered with blood. “I can’t tell what the internal damage might be. But the blood loss is the first concern. His BP is very low, pulse is thready. What’s his blood type?”
“It’s A negative,” Sam told her. “Same as mine.”
“Then we’ll take some of yours for him. I need someone to draw it, I’ll talk you through, but I don’t have enough hands.”
“I’ll do it.” Kate hurried in. “They can’t tell us on the helicopter. Nothing can get on or off the island until Carla’s done with us. Everything’s grounded.”
Oh, God. She wasn’t a surgeon. For the first time in her life, Kirby cursed herself for not heeding her father’s wishes. The entrance wound was small, easily dealt with, but the exit wound had ripped a hole in Brian’s back nearly as big as her fist. She felt the panic scraping at her nerves and shut her eyes.
“Okay, all right. We need to get him stabilized. Giff, for now keep pressure here, right here, and keep it firm. If it bleeds through don’t remove the padding. Add more. Use your other hand to hold this arterial pressure point. Keep your fingers flat and firm. Kate, get my bag. You’ll see the rubber tube. You’re going to make a tourniquet.”
As she readied a syringe, her voice went cool. She’d chosen to heal, and by God, she would heal. She took one long look at Brian’s waxy face. “I’m keeping you with me, you hear?”
As she slid the needle under his skin, the house went black.


NATHAN struggled toward the surface of a red mist, slid back. It seemed vital that he break through it, though the pain whenever he got close to the thin, shimmery skin was monstrous. He was chilled to the bone, felt as though he was being pulled down into a vat of icy water. He clung to the edge again, felt those mists close in and thicken and with a vicious leap, cut through.
He found himself in a nightmare, dark and violent. The wind screamed like a thousand demons set loose, and water gushed over him, choking him when he tried to gulp in air. With his head reeling, he rolled over, got on his hands and knees. The water from the rising river beside him was up over his wrists. He tried to gain his feet, slid toward unconsciousness. The cold slap of water as his face hit the ground jerked him back.
Kyle. It had been Kyle. Back from the dead. This Kyle had streaming blond hair rather than brown, an almost brutal tan rather than citypale skin. And lively madness in his eyes.
“Jo Ellen.” He choked it out as he began to crawl away from the sucking water of the river. Murmured it like a prayer as he dug his fingers into the streaming bark of a tree to fight his way to his feet. And as he began a stumbling, wind-whipped run to Sanctuary, he screamed it.


“I’M not going to lose him.” Kirby spoke matter-of-factly as she worked by the light of a lantern. Her mind was rigidly calm, forcing out the screaming fears and doubts. “Stay with me, Brian.”
“You’ll need more light.” Giff stroked a hand over Lexy’s hair. “If you can spare me here, I’ll go down and get the generator started.”
“Whoever did this ...” Lexy gripped his hand. “They could be anywhere.”
“You stay right here.” He lifted her hand to kiss it. “Kirby may need some help.” He moved to the bed, bending low as if to study Brian, and spoke softly to Sam. “You got a gun in the house?”
Sam continued to stare at the tubing that was transferring his blood to his son. “My room, top of the closet. There’s a metal box. Got a thirty-eight, and ammo.” His gaze shifted briefly, measured the man. “I’ll trust you to use it if you have to.”
Giff nodded, turned to give Lexy a quick smile. “I’ll be back.”
“Is there another lantern, more candles?” Kirby lifted Brian’s eyelid. His pupils were fully dilated with shock. “If I don’t close this exit wound, he’s going to lose more blood than I can get into him.”
Kate rushed over with a flashlight, beamed it onto the ripped flesh. “Don’t let him go.” She fought to blink back the tears. “Don’t let my boy go.”
“We’re keeping him here.”
“We won’t lose him, Kate.” Sam reached out, took the hand she had balled up at her side.
“Giff may have trouble with the generator.” Jo spoke quietly, laying a hand on Lexy’s shoulder. “I’m going to go down and get more emergency lights.”
“I’ll go with you.”
“No, stay here. Kirby may need another pair of hands. Daddy can’t help, and Kate’s not going to hold up much longer. I’ll be quick.” She gave Lexy’s shoulder a squeeze.
She took a flashlight and slipped out quietly. She had to do something, anything to help hold back the fear for Brian, for Nathan. For all of them.
What if Nathan was shot too, lying out there bleeding, dying? There was nothing she could do to stop it. And how could she live if she only stood by?
He’s taken shelter, she promised herself, as she hurried down the stairs. He’d taken shelter, and when the worst of the storm had passed, she’d find him. They’d get Brian to the mainland, to a hospital.
She jolted at the loud crack, the crashing of glass. Her mind froze, envisioning another bullet, more flesh ripped by steel. Then she saw the splintered plywood in the parlor window, the flood of rain that poured in where the tree limb had snapped through it.
She grabbed a lantern, lighting it and holding it high. She would have to find Giff. As soon as she took the light to Kirby, they would have to get more wood, block the damage before it was irreparable.
When she whirled back, he was there.
“This is nice.” Kyle stepped forward into the light. “I was just coming up to get you. No, don’t scream.” He lifted the gun so she could see it clearly. “I’ll kill whoever comes down to see what was wrong.” He smiled widely. “So, how’s your brother doing?”
“He’s holding on.” She lowered the lantern so the shadows deepened. Beside her, the storm blasted through the splintered wood and spit rain into her face. “It’s been a long time, Kyle.”
“Not all that long, in the grand scheme of things. And I’ve been in close touch, so to speak, for months. How did you like my work?”
“It’s ... competent.”
“Bitch.” The word was quick and vicious, then he shrugged. “Come on, be honest, that last print. You have to admit the creativity of the image, the blending of old and new. It’s one of my best studies.”
“Clichéd at best. Where’s Nathan, Kyle?”
“Oh, I imagine he’s just where I left him.” He darted a hand out, quick as a snake, and gripped her by the hair. “For once, I’m not going to worry about taking my big brother’s leftovers. The way I look at it, he was just . . . tenderizing you. I’m much better than he is, at everything. Always have been.”
“Where is he?”
“Maybe I’ll show you. We’re going for a little ride.”
“Out in this?” She feigned resistance as he pulled her to the door. She wanted him out, away from Sanctuary, whatever it took. “You have to be crazy to go out in a category three.”
“What I am, darling, darling Jo, is strong.” He skimmed his lips over her temple. “Powerful. Don’t worry, I won’t let anything happen to you until everything is perfect. I’ve planned it out. Open the door.”
The lights flashed on. Using the split second of diversion, she swung back with the flashlight, aiming for the groin, but bouncing hard off his thigh. Still, he grunted in pained surprise and loosened his grip. Ripping away, Jo tore open the front door and rushed out into the teeth of the storm. “You want me, you son of a bitch, you come get me.”
The minute he barreled through the door, she was pitting her will against the gale, and fighting to lead him away from Sanctuary.
The rain-lashed darkness swallowed them.
It was less than a minute later when Giff climbed the steps from the basement. He felt the wild gust of wind the instant he turned into the hall. The front door was open wide to the driving rain. With his blood cold, he pulled out the gun he’d tucked in the waistband of his jeans, flicked off the safety, and moved forward. His finger wrapped around the trigger, trembled a breath away from full pressure when Nathan fell through the door.
“Jo Ellen. Where is she?”
“What happened to you?” Hating himself, but unwilling to risk, Giff kept the gun aimed as he walked forward.
“I was coming, my brother ...” He swayed to his feet, brushed a hand over the raw wound on his temple as his vision doubled. “It was my brother.”
“I thought you said he was dead.”
“He’s not.” Shaking his head clear, Nathan focused on the gun. “He’s not,” he repeated. “Where’s Jo?”
“She’s fine and safe and going to stay that way. Brian was shot.”
“God. Oh, God. Is he dead?”
“Kirby’s working on him. Step away from the door, Nathan. Close it behind you. Keep your hands where I can see them.”
“Goddamn it.” He bit off the words as he heard the scream. The blood that had risen to his head to throb blindingly drained. “That’s Jo. She’s out there.”
“You move, I’ll have to shoot you.”
“He’s going to kill her. I’m not going to let that happen to her. I’m not letting it happen again. For God’s sake, Giff, help me find her before he does.”
It was a choice between instinct and caution. Giff prayed the choice was the right one and held the gun butt out. “We’ll find her. He’s your brother. You do what you have to do.”


JO bit back another scream as a limb as thick as a man’s torso crashed inches from her feet. It was all swirling dark, roaring sound and wild, tearing wind. Tattered hunks of moss bulleted past her face. Saw palmettos rattled like sabers. Stumbling, she fought for another inch, another foot while the wind raked at her.
Finally, she dropped to her knees, wrapped her arms around the base of a tree, afraid she would simply be ripped apart.
She’d led him away, she prayed she’d led him away, but now she was lost. The forest was shuddering with greedy violence. Rain came at her like knives, stabbing her flesh. She couldn’t hear her own breathing now, though she knew it must be harsh and fast because her lungs were on fire.
She had to get back, she had to get back home before he gave up his search. If he got back before she did, he would kill them all. As he’d surely killed Nathan. Sobbing, she began to crawl, digging her hands into the mud to pull her body along inch by straining inch.


INSIDE, Kirby clamped off the tube that was transferring Sam’s blood to Brian. She couldn’t risk taking any more until Sam had rested. “Sam needs fluids, and some protein. This has sapped his strength. Juice,” she began, wearily stretching her back before she lowered her hand to take Brian’s pulse. When his fingers bumped hers, her eyes flew to his face. She caught the faint flutter of his lashes.
“He’s coming around. Brian, open your eyes, Brian. Come back now. Concentrate on opening your eyes.”
“Is he all right? Is he going to be all right?” Lexy crowded closer, her shoulder bumping Kirby’s.
“His pulse is a little stronger. Get me the BP cuff. Brian, open your eyes now. That’s the way.” Her throat burned as she watched his eyes open, struggle to focus. “Take it easy, take it slow. I don’t want you to move. Just try to bring my face into focus. Can you see me?”
“Yeah.” The pain was outrageous, an inferno in his chest. Dimly he thought he heard someone weeping, but Kirby’s eyes were dry and clear.
“Good.” Her hand trembled a little, but she steadied it to shine a light in his eyes. “Just lie still, let me check you over.”
“What happened?”
“You were hurt, baby.” Weeping helplessly, Kate took his hand and lowered her cheek to it. “Kirby’s fixing you up.”
“Fuzzy,” he managed, turning his head restlessly. He saw his father’s face, pale and exhausted, then the tube that connected them. “Hurts like a bitch,” he said, then watched in amazement as Sam covered his face with his hands and shook with sobs. “What the hell’s going on. What?” He sank back, weak as a baby under Kirby’s firm hands.
“I said lie still. I’m not having you undo all my work here. I’ll give you something for the pain in just a minute. Blood pressure’s coming back up. He’s stabilizing.”
“Can I get some water or something? I feel like I’ve been . . .” He trailed off as it snapped back to his mind. The figure on the road, the dull glint of a gun, the explosion in his chest. “Shot. He shot me.”
“Kirby and Giff found you,” Lexy told him, struggling to reach around and take his other hand. “They brought you home. She saved your life.”
“It was Kyle. Kyle Delaney.” The pain was coming in waves now, making his breath short. “I recognized him. His eyes. He had sunglasses on before. He was ... the day I cut my hand. It was Kyle in there with you. He was with you.”
“The artist?” Kirby lowered the hypo she’d prepared. “The beach bum?”
“It was Kyle Delaney. He’s been here all along.”
“Hold still. Hold him still, Lexy. Damn it, Brian.” Frightened by his struggles to get up, Kirby plunged the needle into him with more haste than finesse. “You’ll start the bleeding up again, damn it. Help me here, Kate, he’ll hurt himself before the drug can take effect.”
Kate pressed her hand on Brian’s shoulder and looked with frightened eyes around the room. “Where’s Jo? Where is Jo Ellen?”


LOST, lost in the dark and the cold. She wondered if the wind was dying down or if she was just so used to its nasty buffeting that she no longer felt it trying to kill her. She tried to imagine herself springing to her feet and running, she wanted to will herself to try it, but was too weak, too tired to do more than belly along the ground.
She’d lost all sense of direction, and was afraid she would end up crawling blindly into the river to drown. But she wouldn’t stop, couldn’t stop, as long as there was a chance of reaching home.
And if she was lost, he might be lost as well. Another tree crashed somewhere behind her, falling with a force that shook the ground. She thought she heard someone call her name, but the wind ripped the sound away. He would call her, she thought, as her teeth began to chatter. He would call her hoping she’d give herself away so that he could kill her as he had the others. As his father had killed her mother.
She was nearly tired enough to let him. But she wanted him dead more.
For her mother, she thought, pulling herself along another foot. For Ginny, for Susan Peters. She gritted her teeth and dragged herself. And for Nathan.
She saw the light, just the narrow beam of it, and curled herself into a ball behind a tree. But the light held steady, didn’t waver as a flashlight or a lantern held in the hand of a man would.
Sanctuary, she realized, pressing her muddy hands to her mouth to hold back a sob. That narrow beam of light, from the parlor, breaking through the broken window. Gathering her strength, she forced herself to her feet. She had to brace a hand on the tree until her head stopped spinning. But she concentrated on the light and put one foot in front of the other.
When she reached the edge of the trees, she began to run.
“I knew you’d come back.” Kyle stepped into her path, pressed the barrel of the gun against her throat. “I’ve been studying you long enough to know how you think.”
She couldn’t stop the tears this time. “Why are you doing this? Isn’t what your father did enough?”
“He never thought I was good enough, you know. Not as good as him, certainly not as good as Golden Boy. All I needed was the right inspiration.” He smiled as rain streamed down his face and his hair blew madly. “We’re going to have to clean you up quite a bit. No problem. I’ve got plenty of supplies back at the campground. Men’s showers, remember?”
“Yes, I remember.”
“I love practical jokes. I’ve been playing them on Nathan all our lives. He never knew. Oh, did Mister Kitty-Cat run away? No, indeed, Mr. Kitty took a little dip in the river. Inside a plastic bag. Why, Nathan, how could you be so careless as to cover all the holes in the lightning bug jar with your classic boy’s novel?” With a laugh, Kyle shook his head. “I used to drive him crazy doing stuff like that—making him wonder how the hell it had happened.”
He gestured with the gun. “Jeep’s at the base of the road. What’s left of the road. We’ll have to walk that far.”
“You hated him.”
“Oh, definitely.” He gave her a playful nudge to get her going. “My father always favored him. But then, my father wasn’t the man we always thought he was. That was a real eye-opener. David Delaney’s little secret. He was good, but I’m better. And you’re my masterpiece, Jo Ellen, the way Annabelle was his. They’ll blame Nathan for it, too. That’s so wonderfully satisfying. If he survives, they’ll lock him away.”
She stumbled, righted herself. “He’s alive?”
“It’s possible. He’ll start screaming about his dead brother. Then sooner or later, they’ll look in his cottage. I took the time to drop some photographs off there. All the angles. Too bad I won’t be able to slip one of yours in with them.”
He could be alive, she thought. And she was going to fight to stay alive. Turning, she pushed her sopping hair back. She’d been right, she realized, the sharpest edge of the storm was dulling. She could stand up to it. And to him.
“The trouble is, Kyle, your father was a first-rate photographer. His style was, perhaps, a bit conservative and in some cases pedestrian. But you’re third-rate at best. Your composition is poor, your discipline spotty. You have no knack for lighting whatsoever.”
When his hand swung out, she was ready. She ducked under it and, leading with her head, rammed his body. His feet slid out from under him, sent him skidding down on his knees. She grabbed his wrist, inching her hand up toward the gun, but he swept an arm under her legs and took her down.
“You bitch. Do you think I’m going to take your insults? Do you think I’m going to let you spoil this after all the trouble I’ve gone to?”
He grabbed for her hair, but his hand closed on nothing but rain as she twisted her body around and used her feet to knock him back. Shells bit into her hands as she crab-walked back, fought for purchase.
She saw him lift the gun.
“Kyle.”
Kyle’s attention bolted to the right, and so did his aim. “Nathan.” His grin spread, the lip Jo Ellen had split leaked blood onto his chin. “Well, this is interesting. You won’t use that.” He nodded at the gun Nathan had leveled at him. “You don’t have the spine for killing. You never did.”
“Put the gun down, Kyle. It’s over.”
“Wrong again. Our father started it, but I’ll finish it.” He got slowly to his feet. “I’ll finish it, Nathan, in ways even he couldn’t have imagined. My decisive moment, my triumph. He only planted the seeds. I’m reaping them.”
He took a careful step forward, the grin never wavering. “I’m reaping them, Nathan. I’m making them my own. Think of how proud he’d be of what I’ve accomplished, not just following in his footsteps. Enlarging them.”
“Yeah.” Despite the cold on his skin, a hot sickness churned in Nathan’s gut. “You’ve outdone him, Kyle.”
“It’s about time you admitted it.” Kyle cocked his head. “This is what we call a Mexican standoff. Do you shoot me, or do I shoot you?” He gave a quick, brittle laugh that raked along Nathan’s brain. “Since I know you’re gutless, I already know the answer to that. How about if I change the game, shift the rules like I used to do when we were kids. And shoot her first.”
As he swung the gun toward Jo, Nathan squeezed the trigger. Kyle jerked back, his mouth dropping open as he pressed a hand to his chest and it came away wet with blood. “You killed me. You killed me for a woman.”
Nathan lowered the gun as Kyle crumpled. “You were already dead,” he murmured. He walked toward Jo, watching as she got to her feet. Then his arms were around her. “He was already dead.”
“We’re all right.” She pressed her face to his shoulder, hanging on. “We’re all right now.”
Giff came skidding down the pitted road. His eyes hardened when he saw the figure crumpled on the ground. He lifted his gaze to Nathan. “Get her inside. You need to get her inside.”
Nathan shifted Jo to his side and walked through the weakening storm toward Sanctuary.




EPILOGUE
“HELICOPTERS are on their way. One’s bringing the police. They’ll medevac you to the mainland.”
“I don’t want to go to the hospital.”
Kirby walked to the bed, lifted Brian’s wrist to check his pulse yet again. “Too bad. You’re not in any position to argue with your doctor.”
“What are they going to do there that you haven’t already done?”
“A great deal more than my emergency patch job.” She checked his bandages, pleased that there was no fresh bleeding. “You’ll have a couple of pretty nurses, some dandy drugs, and in a few days you’ll be on your feet and back home.”
He considered. “How pretty are the nurses?”
“I’m sure they’re—” Her voice broke, and though she turned away quickly, he saw the tears spring to her eyes.
“Hey, I was only kidding.” He fumbled for her hand. “I won’t even look at them.”
“I’m sorry. I thought I had it under control.” She turned back, sliding to her knees to drop her head on the side of the bed. “I was so scared. So scared. You were bleeding so badly. Your pulse was just slipping away under my hands.”
“But you didn’t let it.” He stroked her hair. “You brought me back, stayed with me. And look at you.” He nudged until she lifted her face. “You haven’t had any sleep.”
“I’ll sleep later.” She pressed her lips to his hand over and over. “I’ll sleep for days.”
“You could pull some strings, share my hospital room.”
“Maybe.”
“Then you could come back here, share my room while I’m recuperating.”
“I suppose I could.”
“Then when I’m recovered, you could just share the rest of my life.”
She knuckled a tear away. “If that’s a proposal, you’re supposed to be the one on your knees.”
“But you’re such an aggressive woman.”
“You’re right.” She turned her cheek into his hand. “And since I feel at least somewhat responsible that you have a rest of your life, it seems only right that I share it with you.”


“THE gardens are ruined.” Jo looked down at the sodden, beaten blooms drowning in mud. “It’ll take weeks to clean them out, save what can be saved and start again.”
“Is that what you want to do?” Nathan asked her. “Save what can be saved and start again?”
She glanced over. The bandage Kirby had applied to his temple was shockingly white against his skin. His eyes were deeply shadowed, still exhausted.
She wrapped her arms around herself, turned in a slow circle. The sun was radiant, the air stunningly fresh. She could see the wreckage—the toppled trees, the broken pottery that had been the little fountain, the now roofless smokehouse. Branches and leaves and glass littered the patio.
Above them, Giff and Lexy worked on prying off the protective plywood, and opening the windows to the light. She saw her father and Kate at the edge of the trees, then with wonder and amazed joy, saw him drape an arm around Kate’s shoulders.
“Yes, I’d like that. I’d like to stay a while longer, help them put things back. It won’t be exactly as it was. But it might be better.”
She shielded her eyes with the flat of her hand to block the sun and see him clearly. “Brian asked to see you.”
“I went in to see him before I came out. We put things back. They might not be the same.” He smiled a little. “But they might be better.”
“And you spoke with my father.”
“Yeah. He’s very glad his children are safe.” He slid his hands into his pockets. He hadn’t touched her since the night before, when Kate had whisked her off for a hot bath, whiskey-soaked tea, and bed. “He thinks it took courage for me to kill my brother.”
“It took courage for you to save my life.”
“It had nothing to do with courage.” He walked away from her, down the muddy path. “I didn’t feel anything when I pulled the trigger. He was already gone for me. It was nothing but a relief to end it.”
“Don’t tell me it didn’t take courage. You were hurt, in every way it’s possible to be hurt. And you fought your way through it, and through that storm for me. You faced what no one should ever have to face and did what no one should ever have to do. When the police get here, I’m going to tell them you’re a hero.”
She laid a hand on his arm. “I owe you my life, the lives of my family, and the memory of my mother.”
“He was still my father. He was still my brother.” His eyes were dark with the truth of that as he looked down at her. “I can’t change that.”
“No, you can’t. And now they’re gone.” She glanced up, hearing the distant whirr of the helicopter. She wanted it said and settled before the ugliness came back. Before the police got there, with their questions, their investigations. “You said you loved me.”
“I do, more than anything.”
“Isn’t that what you’d call a foundation? I’d think a man with your talents would be good at seeing what needs to be dug under, what can be rebuilt, what has to be reinforced to make it stand. Do you want to save what can be saved, Nathan, and start over?”
“I do.” He took a step toward her. “More than anything.”
She looked back at him, held out a hand. “Then why don’t we get started on the rest of our lives?”
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Homeport 





Beauty is its own excuse for being.






—EMERSON
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T
he damp, snapping wind iced the bones through to the marrow. Snow from a storm earlier in the week was piled in irregular hills along the side of the road. The sky was bitter blue. Stern trees with black empty branches rose out of winter-browned grass and shook their limbs like fists against the cold.
That was March in Maine.
Miranda pumped the heater up to full, programmed her CD player to Puccini’s La Bohème and drove with the music soaring.
She was coming home. After a ten-day lecture tour, bumping from hotel to college campus to airport and back to hotel, Miranda was more than ready for home.
Her relief might have had something to do with the fact that she hated giving lectures, suffered miserably every time she had to face those rows of eager faces. But shyness and stage fright weren’t allowed to interfere with duty.
She was Dr. Miranda Jones, a Jones of Jones Point. And she was never permitted to forget it.
The city had been founded by the first Charles Jones to make his mark in the New World. The Joneses, Miranda knew, were required to make their marks, to maintain their position as the leading family of the Point, to contribute to society, to behave as expected of the Joneses of Jones Point, Maine.
Thrilled to put distance between herself and the airport, she turned onto the coast road and hit the gas. Driving fast was one of her small pleasures. She liked to move quickly, to get from one point to the next with a minimum of fuss and time. A woman who stood nearly six foot in her bare feet and had hair the color of a Tonka toy fire engine rarely went unnoticed. Even when she wasn’t in charge, she looked as if she were.
And when she moved with the precision and purpose of a heat-seeking missile, the road ahead generally cleared.
She had a voice one infatuated man had compared to velvet wrapped in sandpaper. She compensated for what she considered an accident of fate by cultivating a brisk, clipped delivery that often bordered on prim.
But it got the job done.
Her body might have come down from some Celtic warrior ancestor, but her face was pure New England. Narrow and cool with a long straight nose, slightly pointed chin, and cheekbones that could have chipped ice. Her mouth was wide and most often set in a serious line. Her eyes were Fourth of July blue, and most often sober.
But now as she entertained herself with the long, winding drive that hugged the snow-laced cliffs, both her mouth and her eyes smiled. Beyond the cliffs, the sea was choppy and steel gray. She loved the moods of it, its power to soothe or thrill. As the road bent like a crooked finger, she heard the thunderous crash of water slapping against rock, then drawing back like a fist to strike again.
The thin sunlight sparkled on the snow, the wind blew fitful streams of it into the air, across the road. On the bay side, the naked trees were bent like old men, twisted by year after year of storms. When she was a child, and still fanciful, she’d imagined those trees muttering complaints to each other as they huddled against the wind.
Though she considered herself fanciful no longer, she still loved the look of them, gnarled and knotted, but lined up like old soldiers on the bluff.
The road climbed as the land narrowed, with the water creeping in on both sides. Sea and sound, both moody, often bleak, nibbled away at the shores with a perpetual hunger. The crooked spit of land rose, its topmost point humped like an arthritic knuckle and graced by the old Victorian house that looked over sea and land. Beyond it, where the ground tumbled down again toward the water, was the white spear of the lighthouse that guarded the coast.
The house had been her refuge and her joy as a child because of the woman who lived in it. Amelia Jones had bucked the Jones tradition and had lived as she chose, had said what she thought, and had always, always had a place in her heart for her two grandchildren.
Miranda had adored her. The only true grief she’d ever known was when Amelia had died—with no fuss or warning, in her sleep eight winters before.
She’d left the house, the tidy portfolio she’d cleverly put together over the years, and her art collection to Miranda and her brother. To her son, Miranda’s father, she left her wishes that he be half the man she’d hoped before they met again. To her daughter-in-law, she left a strand of pearls because they were the only thing she could think of that Elizabeth had ever fully approved of.
It had been so like her, Miranda thought now. Those pithy little comments in the will. She’d stayed in the big stone house for years, living alone, having survived her husband by more than a decade.
Miranda thought of her grandmother as she reached the end of the coast road and turned into the long, curving drive.
The house that topped it had survived years and gales, the merciless cold of winter, the shocking and sudden heat of high summer. Now, Miranda thought with a little twist of guilt, it was surviving benign neglect.
Neither she nor Andrew seemed to find the time to arrange for painters or lawn care. The house that had been a showplace when she was a child now displayed its sags and scars. Still, she thought it lovely, rather like an old woman not afraid to act her age. Rather than rambling, it stood in straight, soldierly angles, its gray stone dignified, its gables and turrets distinguished.
On the sound side a pergola offered charm and fancy. Wisteria tangled up its sides, buried its roof in blossoms in the spring. Miranda always meant to make time to sit on one of the marble benches under that fragrant canopy, to enjoy the scents, the shade, the quiet. But somehow spring ran into summer and summer into fall, and she never remembered her vow until winter, when the thick vines were bare.
Perhaps some of the boards on the wide front porch of the house needed replacing. Certainly the trim and shutters, faded from blue to gray, needed to be scraped and painted. The wisteria on the pergola probably needed to be pruned or fed or whatever you did with such things.
She would get to it. Sooner or later.
But the windows glinted, and the ferocious faces of the gargoyles crouched on the eaves grinned. Long terraces and narrow balconies offered views in every direction. The chimneys would puff smoke—when someone took the time to light a fire. Grand old oaks rose high, and a thick stand of pines broke the wind on the north side.
She and her brother shared the space compatibly enough—or had until Andrew’s drinking became more habitual. But she wasn’t going to think about that. She enjoyed having him close, liked as well as loved him, so that working with him, sharing a house with him, was a pleasure.
The wind blew her hair into her eyes the minute she stepped out of the car. Vaguely annoyed, she dragged it back, then leaned in to retrieve her laptop and briefcase. Shouldering both, humming the final strains of Puccini, she walked back to the trunk and popped it open.
Her hair blew into her face again, causing her to huff out an irritated breath. The half-sigh ended in a choked gasp as her hair was grabbed in one hard yank, used as a rope to snap her head back. Small white stars burst in front of her eyes as both pain and shock stabbed into her skull. And the point of a knife pressed cold and sharp against the pulse in her throat.
Fear screamed in her head, a primal burn that burst in the gut and shrieked toward the throat. Before she could release it, she was twisted around, shoved hard against the car so that the blossom of pain in her hip blurred her vision and turned her legs to jelly. The hand on her hair yanked again, jerking her head back like a doll’s.
His face was hideous. Pasty white and scarred, its features blunted. It took her several seconds before the dry-mouthed terror allowed her to see it was a mask—rubber and paint twisted into deformity.
She didn’t struggle, couldn’t. There was nothing she feared as much as a knife with its deadly point, its smooth killing edge. The keen tip was pressed into the soft pad under her jaw so that each choked breath she took brought a searing jab of pain and terror.
He was big. Six-four or -five, she noted, struggling to pay attention, pay attention to details while her heart skittered into her throat where the blade pressed. Two hundred fifty or sixty pounds, wide at the shoulders, short at the neck.
Oh God.
Brown eyes, muddy brown. It was all she could see through the slits in the rubber fright mask he wore. And the eyes were flat as a shark’s and just as dispassionate as he tipped the point of the knife, slid it over her throat to delicately slice the skin.
A small fire burned there while a thin line of blood trickled down to the collar of her coat.
“Please.” The word bubbled out as she instinctively shoved at the wrist of his knife hand. Every rational thought clicked off into cold dread as he used the point to jerk up her head and expose the vulnerable line of her throat.
In her mind flashed the image of the knife slashing once, fast and silent, severing carotid artery, a gush of hot blood. And she would die on her feet, slaughtered like a lamb.
“Please don’t. I have three hundred and fifty dollars in cash.” Please let it be money he wants, she thought frantically. Let it just be money. If it was rape, she prayed she had the courage to fight, even knowing she couldn’t win.
If it was blood, she hoped it would be quick.
“I’ll give you the money,” she began, then gasped in shock as he tossed her aside like a bundle of rags.
She fell hard on her hands and knees on the gravel drive, felt the burn of small, nasty cuts on her palms. She could hear herself whimpering, hated the helpless, numbing fear that made it impossible to do more than stare at him out of blurred eyes.
To stare at the knife that glinted in the thin sunlight. Even as her mind screamed to run, to fight, she hunched into herself, paralyzed.
He picked up her purse, her briefcase, turned the blade so that the sun shot off a spear of light into her eyes. Then he leaned down and jammed the point into the rear tire. When he yanked it free, took a step in her direction, she began to crawl toward the house.
She waited for him to strike again, to tear at her clothes, to plunge the knife into her back with the same careless force he’d used to stab it into the tire, but she kept crawling over the brittle winter grass.
When she reached the steps, she looked back with her eyes wheeling in her head, with small, hunted sounds bubbling through her lips.
And saw she was alone.
Short, rusty breaths scraped at her throat, burned in her lungs as she dragged herself up the steps. She had to get inside, get away. Lock the door. Before he came back, before he came back and used that knife on her.
Her hand slid off the knob once, twice before she managed to close her fingers around it. Locked. Of course it was locked. No one was home. No one was there to help.
For a moment, she simply curled there, outside the door, shivering with shock and the wind that whipped over the hill.
Move, she ordered herself. You have to move. Get the key, get inside, call the police.
Her eyes darted left and right, like a rabbit watching for wolves, and her teeth started to chatter. Using the knob for support, she pulled herself to her feet. Her legs threatened to buckle, her left knee was screaming, but she darted off the porch in a kind of drunken lope, searched frantically for her purse before she remembered he’d taken it.
She babbled out words, prayers, curses, pleas as she yanked open the car door and fumbled with the glove compartment. Even as her fingers closed over her spare keys a sound had her whirling around wildly, her hands coming up defensively.
There was nothing there but the wind sweeping through the bare black branches of trees, through the thorny canes of the climbing roses, over the brittle grass.
Breath whistling, she took off for the house in a limping run, jabbing frantically with the key at the lock, all but wailing with relief when it slid home.
She stumbled inside, slammed the door, turned the locks. When her back was against that solid wood, the keys slipped out of her fingers, landed with a musical crash. Her vision grayed, so she closed her eyes. Everything was numb now, mind, body. She needed to take the next step, to act, to cope, but she couldn’t remember what step to take.
Her ears were ringing and nausea rose up in one long greasy wave. Gritting her teeth, she took one step forward, then another as the foyer seemed to tilt gently right and left.
She was nearly to the base of the stairs when she realized it wasn’t her ears ringing, but the telephone. Mechanically, she walked through the haze into the parlor, where everything was so normal, so familiar, and picked up the phone.
“Hello?” Her voice sounded far away, hollow like a single beat in a wooden drum. Swaying a bit, she stared at the pattern the sun made as it slipped through the windows and onto the wide planks of the pine floor. “Yes. Yes, I understand. I’ll be there. I have . . .” What? Shaking her head to clear it, Miranda struggled to remember what she needed to say. “I have some things . . . things to take care of first. No, I’ll leave as soon as I can.”
Then something bubbled up inside her she was too dazed to recognize as hysteria. “I’m already packed,” she said, and laughed.
She was still laughing when she hung up the phone. Laughing when she slid bonelessly into a chair, and didn’t realize when she tucked herself into a small, defensive ball that the laughter had turned to sobs.
 
She had both hands wrapped tight around a cup of hot tea, but she didn’t drink it. She knew the cup would shake, but it was a comfort to hold it, to feel the heat pass through the cup and into her chilled fingers, soothe the abraded skin of her palms.
She’d been coherent—it was imperative to be coherent, to be clear and precise and calm when reporting a crime to the police.
Once she was able to think again, she’d made the proper calls, she’d spoken to the officers who had come to the house. But now that it was done and she was alone again, she couldn’t seem to keep a single solid thought in her mind for more than ten seconds.
“Miranda!” The shout was followed by the cannon bang of the front door slamming. Andrew rushed in, took one horrified study of his sister’s face. “Oh Jesus.” He hurried to her, crouched at her feet and began to play his long fingers over her pale cheeks. “Oh, honey.”
“I’m all right. Just some bruises.” But the control she’d managed to build back into place trembled. “I was more scared than hurt.”
He saw the tears in the knees of her trousers, the dried blood on the wool. “The son of a bitch.” His eyes, a quieter blue than his sister’s, abruptly went dark with horror. “Did he . . .” His hands lowered to hers so that they gripped the china cup together. “Did he rape you?”
“No. No. It was nothing like that. He just stole my purse. He just wanted money. I’m sorry I had the police call you. I should have done it myself.”
“It’s all right. Don’t worry.” He tightened his grip on her hands, then released them quickly when she winced. “Oh, baby.” He took the cup from her hands, set it aside, then lifted her abraded palms. “I’m so sorry. Come on, I’ll take you to the hospital.”
“I don’t need the hospital. It’s just bumps and bruises.” She drew a deep breath, finding it easier to do so now that he was here.
He could infuriate her, and he had disappointed her. But in all of her life, he’d been the only one to stick with her, to be there.
He picked up her cup of tea, pressed it into her hands again. “Drink a little,” he ordered before he rose and paced off some of the fear and anger.
He had a thin, rather bony face that went well with the long, lanky build. His coloring was like his sister’s, though his hair was a darker red, almost mahogany. Nerves had him patting his hand against his thigh as he moved.
“I wish I’d been here. Damn it, Miranda. I should have been here.”
“You can’t be everywhere, Andrew. No one could have predicted that I’d be mugged in our own front yard. I think—and the police think—that he was probably going to break into the house, rob us, and my coming home surprised him, changed his plans.”
“They said he had a knife.”
“Yeah.” Gingerly she lifted a hand to the shallow cut on her throat. “And I can report that I haven’t outgrown my knife phobia. One look at it, and my mind just froze.”
Andrew’s eyes went grim, but he spoke gently as he came back to sit beside her. “What did he do? Can you tell me?”
“He just came out of nowhere. I was getting my things out of the trunk. He yanked me back by the hair, put the knife to my throat. I thought he was going to kill me, but he knocked me down, took my purse, my briefcase, slashed my tires, and left.” She managed a wavering smile. “Not exactly the homecoming I was expecting.”
“I should have been here,” he said again.
“Andrew, don’t.” She leaned into him, closed her eyes. “You’re here now.” And that, it seemed, was enough to steady her. “Mother called.”
  
“What?” He started to drape an arm around her shoulders, and now sat forward to look at her face.
“The phone was ringing when I got into the house. God, my mind’s still fogged,” she complained, and rubbed at her temple. “I have to go to Florence tomorrow.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. You just got home and you’re hurt, you’re shaken. Christ, how can she ask you to get on a plane right after you’ve been mugged?”
“I didn’t tell her.” She only shrugged. “I wasn’t thinking. In any case, the summons was loud and clear. I have to book a flight.”
“Miranda, you’re going to bed.”
“Oh yeah.” She smiled again. “Very soon now.”
“I’ll call her.” He sucked in his breath as a man might when faced with an ugly chore. “I’ll explain.”
“My hero.” Loving him, she kissed his cheek. “No, I’ll go. A hot bath, some aspirin, and I’ll be fine. And after this little adventure, I could use a distraction. It seems she has a bronze she wants me to test.” Because it had gone cold, she set the tea down again. “She wouldn’t summon me to Standjo if it wasn’t important. She wants an archeometrist, and she wants one quickly.”
“She’s got archeometrists on staff at Standjo.”
“Exactly.” This time Miranda’s smile was thin and bright. “Standjo” stood for Standford-Jones. Elizabeth had made certain that not only her name but everything else on her agenda came first in the Florence operation. “So if she’s sending for me, it’s big. She wants to keep it in the family. Elizabeth Standford-Jones, director of Standjo, Florence, is sending for an expert on Italian Renaissance bronzes, and she wants one with the Jones name. I don’t intend to disappoint her.”
 
She didn’t have any luck booking a flight for the following morning and had to settle for a seat on the evening flight to Rome with a transfer to Florence.
Nearly a full day’s delay.
There would be hell to pay.
As she tried to soak out the aches in a hot tub, Miranda calculated the time difference and decided there was no point in calling her mother. Elizabeth would be at home, very likely in bed by now.
Nothing to be done about it tonight, she told herself. In the morning, she’d call Standjo. One day couldn’t make that much difference, even to Elizabeth.
She’d hire a car to take her to the airport, because the way her knee was throbbing, driving could be a problem even if she could replace her tires quickly. All she had to do was . . .
She sat straight up in the tub, sloshing water to the rim.
Her passport. Her passport, her driver’s license, her company IDs. He’d taken her briefcase and her purse—he’d taken all her identification documents.
“Oh hell,” was the best she could do as she rubbed her hands over her face. That just made it all perfect.
She yanked the old-fashioned chain plug out of the drain of the claw-foot tub. She was steaming now, and the burst of angry energy had her getting to her feet, reaching for a towel, before her wrenched knee buckled under her. Biting back a yelp, she braced a hand against the wall and sat on the lip of the tub, the towel dropping in to slop in the water.
The tears wanted to come, from frustration, from the pain, from the sudden sharp fear that came stabbing back. She sat naked and shivering, her breath trembling out on little hitching gasps until she’d controlled them.
Tears wouldn’t help her get back her papers, or soothe her bruises or get her to Florence. She sniffled them back and wrung out the towel. Carefully now, she used her hands to lift her legs out of the tub, one at a time. She gained her feet as clammy sweat popped out on her skin, causing the tears to swim close again. But she stood, clutching the sink for support, and took stock of herself in the full-length mirror on the back of the door.
There were bruises on her arms. She didn’t remember him grabbing her there, but the marks were dark gray, so logically he had. Her hip was black-and-blue and stunningly painful. That, she remembered, was a result of being rammed back against the car.
  
Her knees were scraped and raw, the left one unattractively red and swollen. She must have taken the worst of the fall on it, twisted it. The heels of her hands burned from their rude meeting with the gravel of the drive.
But it was the long, shallow slice on her throat that had her head going light, her stomach rolling with fresh nausea. Fascinated and appalled, she lifted her fingers to it. Just a breath from the jugular, she thought. Just a breath from death.
If he’d wanted her to die, she would have died.
And that was worse than the bruising, the sick throbbing aches. A stranger had held her life in his hands.
“Never again.” She turned away from the mirror, hobbled over to take her robe from the brass hook by the door. “I’m never going to let it happen again.”
She was freezing, and wrapped herself as quickly as she could in the robe. As she was struggling to belt it, a movement outside the window had her head jerking up, her heart thundering.
He’d come back.
She wanted to run, to hide, to scream for Andrew, to curl herself into a ball behind a locked door. And with her teeth gritted, she eased closer to the window, looked out.
It was Andrew, she saw with a dizzying wave of relief. He was wearing the plaid lumberman’s jacket he used when he split wood or hiked on the cliffs. He’d turned the floodlights on, and she could see something glinting in his hand, something he swung as he strode along over the yard.
Puzzled, she pressed her face against the window.
A golf club? What in the world was he doing outside marching across the snowy lawn with a golf club?
Then she knew, and love flooded into her, soothing her more than any painkiller.
He was guarding her. The tears came back. One spilled over. Then she saw him stop, pull something from his pocket, lift it.
And she watched him take a long swig from a bottle.
Oh, Andrew, she thought, as her eyes closed and her heart sank. What a mess we are.
  
• • •
It was the pain that woke her, bright pops of it that banged out of her knee. Miranda fumbled on the light, shook out pills from the bottle she’d put on her bedside table. Even as she swallowed them she realized she should have taken Andrew’s advice and gone to the hospital, where some sympathetic doctor would have written her a prescription for some good, potent drugs.
She glanced at the luminous dial of her clock, saw it was after three. At least the cocktail of ibuprofen and aspirin she’d taken at midnight had given her three hours of relief. But she was awake now, and chasing the pain. Might as well finish it off, she decided, and face the music.
With the time difference, Elizabeth would be at her desk. Miranda picked up the phone and put the call through. Moaning a bit, she shifted her pillows against the curvy wrought-iron headboard and eased back against them.
“Miranda, I was about to call to leave a message at your hotel for your arrival tomorrow.”
“I’m going to be delayed. I—”
“Delayed?” The word was like a single ice chip, frigid and sharp.
“I’m sorry.”
“I thought I made it clear this project is priority. I’ve guaranteed the government that we would begin tests today.”
“I’m going to send John Carter. I—”
“I didn’t send for John Carter, I sent for you. Whatever other work you have can be delegated. I believe I made that clear as well.”
“Yes, you did.” No, she thought, the pills weren’t going to help this time. But the cold anger beginning to stir inside her was bound to outdistance a little pain. “I had every intention of being there, as instructed.”
“Then why aren’t you?”
“My passport and other identification were stolen yesterday. I’ll arrange to have them replaced as soon as possible and rebook my flight. This being Friday, I doubt I can have new documents before sometime next week.”
  
She knew how bureaucracies worked, Miranda thought grimly. She’d been raised in one.
“Even in a relatively quiet place like Jones Point, it’s foolishly careless not to lock your car.”
“The documents weren’t in my car, they were on me. I’ll let you know as soon as they’re replaced and I’ve rescheduled. I apologize for the delay. The project will have my full time and attention as soon as I arrive. Goodbye, Mother.”
It gave her perverse satisfaction to hang up before Elizabeth could say another word.
 
In her elegant and spacious office three thousand miles away, Elizabeth stared at the phone with a mixture of annoyance and confusion.
“Is there a problem?”
Distracted, Elizabeth glanced over at her former daughter-in-law. Elise Warfield sat, a clipboard resting on her knee, her big green eyes puzzled, her soft, lush mouth curved slightly in an attentive smile.
The marriage between Elise and Andrew hadn’t worked, which was a disappointment to Elizabeth. But her professional and personal relationship with Elise hadn’t been damaged by the divorce.
“Yes. Miranda’s been delayed.”
“Delayed?” Elise lifted her brows so that they disappeared under the fringe of bangs that skimmed over her brow. “That’s not like Miranda.”
“Her passport and other identification were stolen.”
“Oh, that’s dreadful.” Elise got to her feet. She stood just over five-two. Her body had lush feminine curves that managed to look delicate. With her sleek cap of ebony hair, her large, heavily lashed eyes and milky white skin, the deep red of her mouth, she resembled an efficient and sexy fairy. “She was robbed?”
“I didn’t get the details.” Elizabeth’s lips tightened briefly. “She’ll arrange to have them replaced and reschedule her flight. It may take several days.”
Elise started to ask if Miranda had been hurt, then closed her mouth on the words. From the look in Elizabeth’s eyes, either she didn’t know, or it wasn’t her major concern. “I know you want to begin testing today. It can certainly be arranged. I can shift some of my work and start them myself.”
Considering, Elizabeth rose and turned to her window. She always thought more clearly when she looked out over the city. Florence was her home, had been her home since the first time she’d seen it. She’d been eighteen, a young college student with a desperate love for art and a secret thirst for adventure.
She’d fallen hopelessly in love with the city, with its red rooftops and majestic domes, its twisting streets and bustling piazzas.
And she’d fallen in love with a young sculptor who had charmingly lured her to bed, fed her pasta, and shown her her own heart.
Of course, he’d been unsuitable. Completely unsuitable. Poor and wildly passionate. Her parents had snapped her back to Boston the moment they’d learned of the affair.
And that, of course, had been the end of that.
She shook herself, annoyed that her mind had drifted there. She’d made her own choices, and they had been excellent ones.
Now she was the head of one of the largest and most respected research facilities for art in the world. Standjo might have been one of the arms of the Jones organization, but it was hers. Her name came first, and here, so did she.
She stood framed in the window, a trim, attractive woman of fifty-eight. Her hair was a quiet ash blond discreetly tinted by one of the top salons in Florence. Her impeccable taste was reflected in the perfectly cut Valentino suit she wore, the color a rich eggplant, with hammered-gold buttons. Her leather pumps matched the tone exactly.
Her complexion was clear, with good New England bone structure overcoming the few lines that dared show themselves. Her eyes were a sharp and ruthlessly intelligent blue. The image was one of a cool, fashionable, professional woman of wealth and position.
  
She would never have settled for less.
No, she thought, she would never settle for less than the absolute best.
“We’ll wait for her,” she said, and turned back to Elise. “It’s her field, her specialty. I’ll contact the minister personally and explain the short delay.”
Elise smiled at her. “No one understands delays like the Italians.”
“True enough. We’ll go over those reports later today, Elise. I want to make this call now.”
“You’re the boss.”
“Yes, I am. Oh, John Carter will be coming in tomorrow. He’ll be working on Miranda’s team. Feel free to assign him another project in the meantime. There’s no point in having him twiddle his thumbs.”
“John’s coming? It’ll be good to see him. We can always use him in the lab. I’ll take care of it.”
“Thank you, Elise.”
When she was alone, Elizabeth sat at her desk again, studied the safe across the room. Considered what was inside.
Miranda would head the project. Her decision had been made the moment she’d seen the bronze. It would be a Standjo operation, with a Jones at the helm. That was what she had planned, what she expected.
And it was what she would have.






two









S
he was five days late, so Miranda moved fast, pushing through the towering medieval doors of Standjo, Florence, and striding across the floor so that the clicks of her practical pumps were like rapid gunshots on the gleaming white marble.
She clipped the Standjo ID Elizabeth’s assistant had overnighted her to the lapel of her jacket as she rounded an excellent bronze reproduction of Cellini’s figure of Perseus displaying Medusa’s severed head.
Miranda had often wondered just what the choice of art in the entrance lobby said about her mother. Defeat all enemies, she supposed, with one swift stroke.
She stopped at the lobby counter, swiveling the logbook around and dashing off her name, noting the time on her watch, then adding it.
She’d dressed carefully, even strategically, for the day, selecting a suit of royal-blue silk that was military and trim in style. Miranda considered it both dashing and powerful.
When you were to meet with the director of one of the top archeometry laboratories in the world, your appearance was vitally important. Even if that director was your mother.
Especially, Miranda thought with the faintest of sneers, if that director was your mother.
She punched the button on the elevator and waited, impatience shimmering. Nerves were jumping gleefully in her stomach, tickling in her throat, buzzing in her head. But she didn’t let them show.
The minute she stepped into the elevator, she flipped open her compact and freshened her lipstick. A single tube of color could last her a year, sometimes more. She only bothered with such small annoyances when they couldn’t be avoided.
Satisfied she’d done her best, she replaced the compact, and ran a hand over the sophisticated French twist that had taken her entirely too much time and trouble to create. She jammed a few loosened pins back firmly in place just as the doors opened again.
She stepped out into the quiet, elegant lobby of what she thought of as the inner sanctum. The pearl-gray carpet and ivory walls, the stern-backed antique chairs, suited her mother, she thought. Lovely, tasteful, and detached. The sleek console where the receptionist worked with its top-grade computer and phone system was also all Elizabeth. Efficient, brisk, and state-of-the-art.
“Buon giorno.” Miranda approached the desk and stated her business briefly and in flawless Italian. “Sono la Dottoressa Jones. Ho un appuntamento con la Signora Standford-Jones.”
“Sì, Dottoressa. Un momento.”
In her head, Miranda shifted her feet, tugged at her jacket, rolled her shoulders. It sometimes helped her keep her body still and calm if she imagined twitching and shuffling. She was just finishing up some imaginary pacing when the receptionist smiled and gave her the go-ahead.
Miranda walked through the double glass doors to her left and down the cool white hallway that led to the office of the Signora Direttrice.
She knocked. One was always expected to knock on any door of Elizabeth’s. The responding “Entri” came immediately.
Elizabeth was at her desk, an elegant satinwood Hepplewhite that suited her aristocratic New England looks perfectly. Framed in the window behind her was Florence, in all its sunny splendor.
They faced each other across the room, both appraising swiftly.
Elizabeth spoke first. “How was your trip?”
“Uneventful.”
“Good.”
“You look well.”
“I am, quite well. And you?”
“Fine.” Miranda imagined herself doing a wild tap dance around the perfectly appointed office, and stood straight as a cadet at inspection.
“Would you like some coffee? Something cold?”
“No, thank you.” Miranda arched a brow. “You haven’t asked about Andrew.”
Elizabeth waved toward a chair. “How’s your brother?”
Miserable, Miranda thought. Drinking too much. Angry, depressed, bitter. “He’s fine. He sends his best.” She lied without a qualm. “I assume you told Elise I was coming.”
“Of course.” Because Miranda had remained standing, Elizabeth rose. “All the department heads, and the appropriate staff members, are aware that you’ll be working here temporarily. The Fiesole Bronze is a priority. Naturally you’ll have full use of the labs and equipment, and the cooperation and assistance of any members of the team you choose.”
“I spoke with John yesterday. You haven’t started any tests yet.”
“No. This delay has cost us time, and you’ll be expected to begin immediately.”
“That’s why I’m here.”
Elizabeth inclined her head. “What happened to your leg? You’re limping a bit.”
“I was mugged, remember?”
  
“You said you’d been robbed, you didn’t say you’d been injured.”
“You didn’t ask.”
Elizabeth let out what from anyone else Miranda would have considered a sigh. “You might have explained you’d been hurt during the incident.”
“I might have. I didn’t. The priority was, after all, the loss of my documents and the delay that caused.” She inclined her head, in a mirror of Elizabeth’s gesture. “That much was made very clear.”
“I assumed—” Elizabeth cut herself off, flung her hand in a gesture that might have been annoyance or defeat. “Why don’t you sit down while I give you some background?”
So, the matter was to be tabled. Miranda had expected it. She sat, crossed her legs.
“The man who discovered the bronze—”
“The plumber.”
“Yes.” For the first time Elizabeth smiled, a quick curving of lips that was more an acknowledgment of the absurdity than genuine amusement. “Carlo Rinaldi. Apparently he’s an artist at heart, if not in deed. He’s never been able to make a living from his painting and his wife’s father owns a plumbing business, so . . .”
Miranda’s quick eyebrow flick was a measure of mild surprise. “Does his background matter?”
“Only insofar as his connection to the piece. There appears to be none. He, from all accounts, literally stumbled over it. He claims to have found it hidden under a broken step in the cellar of the Villa della Donna Oscura. And that, as far as has been verified, seems to be the case.”
“Was there some question of that? Is he suspected of fabricating the story—and the bronze?”
“If there was, the minister is satisfied with Rinaldi’s story now.”
Elizabeth folded her perfectly manicured hands on the edge of the desk. Her New England spine was straight as a ruler. Unconsciously, Miranda shifted ever so slightly to level her own.
  
“The fact that he found it,” Elizabeth continued, “smuggled it out of the villa in his toolbox, then took his time reporting it through the proper channels caused some initial concern.”
Troubled, Miranda folded her hands to keep her fingers from tapping on her knee. It didn’t occur to her that she now exactly mirrored her mother’s pose. “How long did he have it?”
“Five days.”
“There was no damage? You’ve examined it?”
“I have. I’d rather not make any comments until you’ve seen it yourself.”
“Well then.” Miranda cocked her head. “Let’s have a look.”
In answer, Elizabeth walked over to a cabinet, and opening the door, revealed a small steel safe.
“You’re keeping it in here?”
“My security is more than adequate. A number of people have access to the vaults in the labs, and I preferred to limit that access in this case. And I thought it would be less distracting for you to do an initial exam here.”
With one coral-tipped finger, Elizabeth punched in a code, waited, then added another series of numbers. Opening the reinforced door, she took out a metal box. After setting it on her desk, she opened the lid and took out a bundle wrapped in faded velvet.
“We’ll date the cloth as well, and the wood from the step.”
“Naturally.” Though her fingers itched, Miranda rose and stepped forward slowly when Elizabeth set the bundle on her spotless white blotter. “There are no documents, correct?”
“None, so far. You know the history of the villa.”
“Yes, of course. It was once the home of Giulietta Buonadoni, a mistress of Lorenzo the Magnificent known as the Dark Lady. After his death she’s believed to have become a companion of other Medicis. At one time or another every light of the Renaissance in or around Florence was welcomed into her home.”
  
“So, you understand the possibilities.”
“I don’t deal in possibilities,” Miranda said curtly.
“Exactly. That’s why you’re here.”
Gently, Miranda brushed a finger over the tattered velvet. “Is it?”
“I wanted the best, and I’m in a position to access what I want. I also demand discretion. If news of this find leaks, the speculation will be wild. That is something Standjo can’t and won’t risk. The government wants no publicity, and no public speculation until the bronze is dated, and tests are complete.”
“The plumber’s probably already told all his drinking pals.”
“I wouldn’t think so.” Again that small smile played around Elizabeth’s mouth. “He took the bronze out of a government-owned building. He’s quite aware, at this point, that if he doesn’t do precisely what he’s told, he could go to prison.”
“Fear is often an efficient gag.”
“Yes. But that isn’t our concern. We’ve been commissioned to test the bronze, and to provide the government with all the information science can offer. We require an objective eye, someone who believes in facts, not romance.”
“There’s no room for romance in science,” Miranda murmured, and carefully unwrapped the velvet.
Her heart gave one hard thud against her ribs when the bronze lay naked. Her skilled and experienced eye recognized the brilliance of the workmanship, the glory of it. But she frowned, instinctively burying admiration under skepticism.
“It’s beautifully conceived and executed—certainly the style falls within the realm of the Renaissance.” She slipped her glasses out of the case in her pocket, put them on before she lifted the bronze. She judged the weight, turning it slowly.
The proportions were perfect, the sensuality of the subject obvious. The smallest details—toenails, each tendril of hair, the definition of calf muscles—were stunningly depicted.
She was glorious, free, wonderfully aware of her own power. The long curvy body was arched back, the arms lifted up, not in prayer or supplication, Miranda noted. In triumph. The face wasn’t delicate, but stunning, the eyes half closed as if in pleasure, the mouth curved slyly in enjoyment of that pleasure.
She was balanced on the balls of her feet, like a woman about to leap into a warm, scented pool. Or a lover’s arms.
It was unashamedly sexual, and for one baffling instant, Miranda thought she could feel the heat of it. Like life.
The patina indicated age, but such things were deceiving, she knew. Patinas could be created. The style of the artist was unmistakable. But such a thing was all but impossible. Styles could be mimicked.
“It’s the Dark Lady,” she said. “Giulietta Buonadoni. There’s no doubt about that. I’ve seen this face often enough in paintings and sculpture of the period. But I’ve never seen or heard of this bronze. I’ll do some research on it, but I doubt I’d have missed it.”
Elizabeth studied Miranda’s face rather than the bronze. She’d seen that quick flicker of excitement, of delight, both of which had been quickly controlled. Exactly as she’d expected them to be.
“But you agree it is a bronze of Renaissance style.”
“Yes. That hardly makes it a lost piece from the fifteenth century.” Her eyes were narrowed as she slowly turned the bronze in her hands. “Any art student with a clever eye has sketched and copied her face over the years. I’ve done so myself.” Idly, she scraped a bit at the blue-green patina with her thumbnail. The surface corrosion was visibly thick, but she needed more, much more.
“I’ll start right away.”
 
Vivaldi played lightly in the air of the lab. The walls were a pale hospital green, the floor a spotlessly white linoleum. Each station was militarily neat, fitted with microscopes, computer terminals, vials or tubes or sample bags. There were no personal items, no pretty framed family pictures, no mascots or souvenirs.
The men wore ties, the women skirts, and over all were the crisp white lab coats with the Standjo logo stitched in black on the breast pocket.
Conversation was muted and minimal, and equipment hummed like well-oiled clocks.
Elizabeth expected a tight ship, and her former daughter-in-law knew how to run one.
The house in Maine where Miranda had grown up had presented precisely the same atmosphere. It made for a cold home, Miranda thought as she scanned the area, but an efficient workplace.
“It’s been some time since you were here,” Elizabeth began. “But Elise will refresh your memory as to the setup. You’ll have free access to all areas, of course. I have your security card and your codes.”
“Fine.” Miranda fixed a polite smile on her face as Elise turned from a microscope and started toward them.
“Miranda, welcome to Florence.” Elise’s voice was quiet, not quite breathy, but with the promise it could be if she were properly aroused.
“It’s nice to be back. How are you?”
“Fine. Busy.” She flashed a hundred-watt smile and took Miranda’s hand. “How’s Drew?”
“Not quite so fine—but busy.” She lifted a brow when Elise squeezed her hand.
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s none of my business.”
“I’m still sorry.” She released Miranda’s hand and turned to Elizabeth. “Will you head the tour, or shall I?”
“I don’t need a tour,” Miranda said before her mother could speak. “I need a lab coat, a microscope, a computer. I’ll want to take photos, and X rays, of course.”
“There you are.” John Carter loped his way over. Miranda’s lab manager looked endearingly rumpled in the midst of ruthless efficiency and style. His tie with silly grinning cows grazing was already askew. He’d snagged the pocket of his lab coat on something so that it flapped from loose threads. There was a nick on his chin where he’d cut himself shaving, a thumb-sized stub of a pencil behind his ear, and smudges on the lenses of his glasses.
He made Miranda feel cozily at home.
“You okay?” He patted her arm in three bouncing strokes, then: “How’s the knee? Andrew told me the guy who mugged you tossed you around.”
“Tossed you around?” Elise looked over quickly. “We didn’t know you were hurt.”
“Just shaken up. It’s all right. I’m fine.”
“He held a knife to her throat,” Carter announced.
“A knife.” Elise put a hand to her own throat. “That’s horrible. It’s—”
“It’s all right,” Miranda said again. “He just wanted money.” She turned, meeting her mother’s eyes. “And I think he’s cost us enough valuable time.”
For a moment Elizabeth said nothing. There was challenge in Miranda’s gaze, and she decided the time for sympathy had passed.
“Then I’ll let Elise set you up. Your ID and security cards are in here.” Elizabeth handed Miranda an envelope. “Elise should be able to handle any of your questions or needs. Or you can contact me.” She glanced at the slim watch on her wrist. “I have another meeting shortly, so I’ll let you get started. I hope to have a preliminary report by end of day.”
“You will,” Miranda murmured as her mother walked away.
“She doesn’t waste time.” With another smile, Elise gestured. “I’m so sorry you had to go through such a terrible ordeal, but the work here should help you keep it off your mind. I have an office set up for you. The Fiesole Bronze is a top priority. You’re authorized to pick your team from any of the A security staff.”
“Miranda!” There was a wealth of pleasure in the word, and it was delivered with the heavy and exotic tones of Italy. Miranda felt herself smiling even before she turned and had her hands taken and lavishly kissed.
“Giovanni. You don’t change.” Indeed, the chemistry technician was as outrageously handsome as Miranda remembered. Dark and sleek, with eyes like melted chocolate and a smile that radiated charm. He stood an inch or so below her and still managed to make her feel feminine and tiny. He wore his glossy black hair in a ponytail—an affectation Elizabeth permitted only because besides being beautiful to look at, Giovanni Beredonno was a genius.
“But you change, bella donna. You’re even more lovely. But what is this about being hurt?” He fluttered his fingers over her face.
“It’s nothing, just a memory.”
“Do you want me to go break someone in half for you?” He kissed her gently, one cheek, then the other.
“Can I get back to you on that?”
“Giovanni, Miranda has work.”
“Yes, yes.” He brushed off Elise’s stiff and disapproving words with a careless gesture—another reason for Miranda to smile. “I know all about it. A big project, very hush-hush.” He wiggled his expressive eyebrows. “When the direttrice sends to America for an expert, it is no small thing. So, bellissima, can you use me?”
“You’re first on my list.”
He tucked her hand through his arm, ignoring the tightening of Elise’s lips. “When do we start?”
“Today,” Miranda told him as Elise gestured toward a doorway. “I’ll want tests run on the corrosion layers and the metal right away.”
“I think Richard Hawthorne would be helpful to you.” Elise tapped the shoulder of a man hunkered over the keyboard on a computer.
“Dr. Hawthorne.” Miranda watched the balding man blink owlishly through his glasses, then fumble them off. There was something vaguely familiar about him, and she struggled to place him.
“Dr. Jones.” He gave her a shy smile that added appeal to his face. His chin was short, his eyes a distracted and pale blue, but the smile was sweet as a boy’s. “It’s nice to see you again. We’re, ah, happy to have you here. I read your paper on early Florentine humanism. It was quite brilliant.”
“Thank you.” Oh, yes, she remembered. He’d done a stint at the Institute a few years earlier. After a moment’s hesitation, which Miranda knew came only because Elise had recommended him, she relented. “Elise has an office for me. Could you join us for a moment? I’d like to show you what I have.”
“I’d be delighted.” He fumbled with his glasses again, hit a series of keys that saved his work.
“It’s not a large space.” Elise began with an apology as she ushered Miranda through a door. “I’ve set it up with what I thought you’d need. Of course you can requisition anything you like.”
Miranda took a quick scan. The computer station appeared efficient and neat. A wide white counter held microscopes, slides, and the small hand tools of her trade. A tape recorder had been provided for detailing notes. There was no window, only the one door, and with the four of them inside, barely room to turn around.
But there was a chair, a phone, and the pencils were sharpened. It would do, she thought, very well.
She set her briefcase on the counter, then the metal box. Carefully, she removed the wrapped bronze. “I’d like your opinion, Dr. Hawthorne. Just on a visual examination of the bronze.”
“Of course, I’d be delighted.”
“The project’s been the hot topic around here for the last day or two,” Giovanni put in as Miranda began to unwrap the velvet. “Ah.” He let out a sigh as she set the undraped bronze on the counter. “Bella, molto bella.”
“A fine execution.” Richard pushed his glasses back into place and squinted at the bronze. “Simple. Fluid. Wonderful form and details. Perspective.”
“Sensual,” Giovanni said, bending to look closely. “The arrogance and the allure of the female.”
Miranda cocked a brow at Giovanni before giving her attention back to Richard. “Do you recognize her?”
“It’s the Dark Lady of the Medicis.”
  
“That’s my opinion as well. And the style?”
“Renaissance, unquestionably.” Richard reached out with a tentative finger to stroke the left cheekbone. “I wouldn’t say the model was used to represent a mythical or religious figure, but herself.”
“Yes, the lady as the lady,” Miranda agreed. “The artist portrayed her, I’d guess, as she was. From an artist’s standpoint, I would say he knew her, personally. I’ll need to do a search for documents. Your help would be invaluable there.”
“I’d be happy to help. If this can be authenticated as a major piece from the Renaissance period, it will be quite a coup for Standjo. And for you, Dr. Jones.”
She’d thought of it. Indeed, she’d thought of it. But she smiled coolly. “I don’t count my chickens. If she spent any amount of time in the environment in which she was found—and it appears she did—the corrosion growth would have been affected. I’ll want the results of that, of course,” she added to Giovanni, “but I can’t depend on it for true accuracy.”
“You’ll run relative comparisons, thermoluminescence.”
“Yes.” She smiled at Richard again. “We’ll also be testing the cloth, and the wood from the stair tread. But the documentation will make it all the more conclusive.”
Miranda leaned a hip on the corner of the small pickled-oak desk. “She was found in the cellar of the Villa della Donna Oscura, secreted under the bottom tread of the stairs. I’ll have a report on the details we know at this point for the three of you. The three of you and Vincente only,” she added. “Security is one of the director’s top concerns. Whoever you require to assist you must have A-grade clearance, and the data you give them must be kept to a minimum until we’ve completed all tests.”
“So, for now she’s ours.” Giovanni winked at her.
“She’s mine,” Miranda corrected with a slow, serious smile. “I need any and all information on the villa itself, on the woman. I want to know her.”
Richard nodded. “I’ll start right away.”
  
Miranda turned back to the bronze. “Let’s see what she’s made of,” she murmured.
 
A few hours later, Miranda rolled her shoulders and eased back in her chair. The bronze stood before her, smiling slyly. There were no signs of brass or silicon bronze, no platinum, none of the metals or materials that weren’t used in the Renaissance in the sliver of patina and metal she’d extracted. The bronze had a clay core, just as a piece of that era should have. The early testing of the corrosion levels indicated late fifteenth century.
Don’t be hasty, she ordered herself. Preliminary tests weren’t enough. So far she was working in the negative. There was nothing out of place, no alloy that didn’t belong, no sign of tool work that didn’t jibe with the era in her visual exam, but she had yet to determine the positive.
Was the lady true or false?
She took time for one cup of coffee and some of the pretty crackers and cheese Elise had provided for her in lieu of lunch. Jet lag was threatening, and she refused to acknowledge it. The coffee, strong, black, and potent as only the Italians could brew, pumped through her system, providing a caffeine mask over fatigue. She’d crash eventually, Miranda knew, but not for a little while yet.
Placing her hands over the keyboard, she began hammering out the preliminary report for her mother. It was as strict and dry as a maiden aunt, thus far devoid of speculation and with very little personality. She may have thought of the bronze as a puzzle, a mystery to be solved, but none of the romance of that found its way into her report.
She sent the report via e-mail, saved it on the hard drive under her password, then took the bronze with her for the last test of the day.
The technician had little English and entirely too much awe for the daughter of the direttrice for Miranda to find comfortable. Miranda conjured up an errand, and sent her off for more coffee. Alone, she began the thermoluminescence process.
  
Ionizing radiation would trap electrons in higher-energy states in the clay core of a bronze. When heated, the crystals in the clay would give off bursts of light. Miranda set the equipment, taking quick notes on each step and result in a notebook. She took the measurements of those bursts, logging them in, adding them to her notes as well as for backup. She increased the radiation, heated the clay again, to measure how susceptible it was to electron trapping. Those measurements were carefully logged in turn.
The next step was to test the radiation levels from the location where the bronze had been discovered. She tested both the dirt samples and the wood.
It was a matter of math now. Though the accuracy of the method was hardly foolproof, it was one more weight to add to the whole.
Late fifteenth century. She had no doubt of it.
Savonarola had been preaching against luxury and pagan art during that period, Miranda mused. The piece was a glorious kick in the ass to that narrow-minded view. The Medicis were in control of Florence, with the incompetent Piero the Unfortunate taking the helm for a short period before he was expelled from the city by King Charles VIII of France.
The Renaissance was moving from its early glory, when the architect Brunelleschi, the sculptor Donatello, and the painter Masaccio revolutionized the conception, and the functions, of art.
Coming from that, the next generation and the dawn of the sixteenth century—Leonardo, Michelangelo, Raphael, nonconformists searching for pure originality.
She knew the artist. Knew in her heart, her gut. There was nothing he had created that she hadn’t studied as intensely and completely as a woman studies the face of her lover.
But the lab wasn’t the place for heart, she reminded herself, or gut instinct. She would run all the tests again. And a third time. She would compare the known formula for bronzes of that era and check and recheck every ingredient and alloy in the statue. She would dog Richard Hawthorne for documentation.
And she’d find the answers.
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S
unrise over the rooftops and domes of Florence was a magnificent moment. It was art and glory. The same delicate light had shimmered over the city when men had conceived and constructed the grand domes and great towers, had faced them with marble mined from the hills and decorated them with the images of saints and gods.
The stars winked out as the sky turned from black velvet to pearl gray. The silhouettes of the long, slender pines that dotted the Tuscan hillsides blurred as the light shifted, wavered, then bloomed.
The city was quiet, as it was so rarely, while the sun inched upward, misting the air with hints of gold. The iron gates over the storefront newsstand rattled and clanged while the proprietor yawned and prepared for the day’s business. Only a few lights shone in the many windows of the city. One of them was Miranda’s.
She dressed quickly, facing away from the stunning canvas that was quietly painting itself outside her hotel room. Her mind was on work.
How much progress would she make that day? How much closer would she come to the answers? She dealt in facts, and would stick with facts, no matter how tempting it was to leap to the next level. Instincts couldn’t always be trusted. Science could.
She bundled her hair back in a clip, then slipped on low-heeled pumps to go with her simple navy suit.
Her early arrival would guarantee her a couple of hours of working in solitude. Though she appreciated having experts at her disposal, The Dark Lady had already become hers. She intended for every step of the project to bear her stamp.
She held her ID up to the glass door for the heavy-eyed guard. He left his coffee and breakfast cakes reluctantly, and shuffled over to frown at the card, at her face, then back at the card. He seemed to sigh as he unlocked the door.
“You’re very early, Dottoressa Jones.”
“I have work.”
Americans, as far as the guard was concerned, thought of little else. “You must sign the logbook.”
“Of course.” As she approached the counter, the scent of his coffee reached out and grabbed her by the throat. She did her best not to drool as she scrawled her name and noted the time of arrival in the log.
“Grazie.”
“Prego,” she murmured, then started toward the elevator. So she’d make coffee first, she told herself. She could hardly expect to be sharp before she’d had at least one jolt of caffeine.
She used her key card to access the correct floor, then entered her code once she was at the security post outside the lab. When she hit the switches, banks of fluorescent lights blinked on. A quick glance told her everything was in place, that work in progress had been tidily stored at the end of the workday.
Her mother would expect that, she thought. She would tolerate nothing less than neat efficiency in her employees. And in her children. Miranda shrugged as if to shift the resentment off her shoulders.
Within moments she had coffee brewing, her computer booted, and was transcribing her notes from the evening before onto the hard drive.
If she moaned at the first taste of hot, rich coffee, there was no one to hear. If she leaned back in her chair, eyes closed, smile dreamy, there was no one to see. For five minutes she allowed herself to indulge, to be a woman lost in one of life’s small pleasures. Her feet slipped out of her practical pumps, her sharp-boned face softened. She all but purred.
If the guard had seen her now, he would have approved completely.
Then she rose, poured a second cup, donned her lab coat, and got to work.
She retested the dirt from the site first, measuring the radiation, running figures. Once again she tested the clay that had been carefully extracted. She put a smear of each on a slide, then made a third with the scrapings of bronze and patina, and studied each under the microscope.
She was studying her computer screen when the first of the staff began to trickle in. It was there Giovanni hunted her down with a fresh cup of coffee and a delicately sugared roll.
“Tell me what you see,” she demanded, and continued to study the colors and shapes on the screen.
“I see a woman who doesn’t know how to relax.” He laid his hands on her shoulders, rubbed gently. “Miranda, you’ve been here a week now, and haven’t taken an hour to yourself.”
“The imaging, Giovanni.”
“Ah.” Still massaging, he shifted so that their heads were close. “The primary decay process, corrosion. The white line there indicates the original surface of the bronze, no?”
“Yes.”
“The corrosion is thick on the surface, and it grows downward, deep into the metal, which would be typical of a bronze of four hundred years.”
“We need to pinpoint the rate of growth.”
“Never easy,” he said. “And she was in a damp basement. The corrosion would have grown quickly there.”
“I’m taking that into account.” She removed her glasses to pinch out the pressure in the bridge of her nose. “The temperature and the humidity. We can calculate an average there. I’ve never heard of corrosion levels like this being faked. They’re there, Giovanni, inside her.”
“The cloth is no more than a hundred years old. Less, I think by a decade or two.”
“A hundred?” Irritated, Miranda turned to face him. “You’re certain?”
“Yes. You’ll run tests of your own, but you’ll find I’m right. Eighty to a hundred years. No more.”
She turned back to the computer. Her eyes saw what they saw, her brain knew what it knew. “All right. Then we’re to believe that the bronze was wrapped in that cloth and in that cellar for eighty to a hundred years. But all tests indicate the bronze itself is a great deal older.”
“Perhaps. Here, eat your breakfast.”
“Um.” She took the roll absently and bit in. “Eighty years ago—the early part of the century. World War One. Valuables are often hidden during wartime.”
“True enough.”
“But where was she before that? Why have we never heard of her? Hidden again,” she murmured. “When Piero Medici was expelled from the city. During the Italian Wars perhaps. Hidden, yes, that could be accepted. But forgotten?” Dissatisfied, she shook her head. “This isn’t the work of an amateur, Giovanni.” She ordered the computer to print out the image. “It’s the work of a master. There has to be some documentation, somewhere. I need to know more about that villa, more about the woman. Who did she leave her possessions to, who lived in the villa immediately after she died? Did she have children?”
“I’m a chemist,” he said with a smile. “Not a historian. For this you want Richard.”
“Is he in yet?”
“He is ever punctual. Wait.” He laughed a little, taking her arm before she could hurry away. “Have dinner with me tonight.”
  
“Giovanni.” She gave his hand an affectionate squeeze, then drew hers away. “I appreciate the fact that you’re worried about me, but I’m fine. I’m too busy to go out to dinner.”
“You’re working too hard, and not taking care of yourself. I’m your friend, so it’s up to me.”
“I promise, I’ll order an enormous meal from room service while I work at the hotel tonight.”
She touched her lips to his cheek just as the door opened. Elise lifted a brow, mouth tight in disapproval.
“I’m sorry to interrupt. Miranda, the director would like you to come to her office at four-thirty for a discussion of your progress.”
“Of course. Elise, do you know if Richard’s free for a moment?”
“We’re all at your disposal.”
“That’s exactly what I was telling her.” Obviously immune to frost, Giovanni grinned, then slipped out of the room.
“Miranda.” After a brief hesitation, Elise stepped farther into the room and shut the door at her back. “I hope you won’t be offended, but I feel I should warn you that Giovanni . . .”
Darkly amused by Elise’s obvious discomfort, Miranda merely smiled blandly. “Giovanni?”
“He’s brilliant at his work, a valuable asset to Standjo. But on a personal level, he’s a womanizer.”
“I wouldn’t say so.” Head angled, Miranda slipped on her glasses, tipping them down to look over the copper tops. “A womanizer uses. Giovanni gives.”
“That may be true, but the fact is he flirts with every female on staff.”
“Including you?”
Elise’s well-arched brows drew together. “On occasion, and I can tolerate that as part of his personality. Still, the lab isn’t the place for flirtations and stolen kisses.”
“God, you sound like my mother.” And nothing could have irritated Miranda more. “But I’ll keep that in mind, Elise, the next time Giovanni and I toy with having wild sex in the chem lab.”
“I have offended you.” Elise sighed, lifted her hands helplessly. “I only wanted to . . . It’s just that he can be so charming. I nearly fell for it myself when I first transferred here. I was feeling so low, and unhappy.”
“Were you?”
The ice in Miranda’s tone had Elise straightening her slim shoulders. “Divorcing your brother didn’t make me jump for joy, Miranda. It was a painful and difficult decision, and I can only hope it was the right one. I loved Drew, but he. . .” Her voice broke, and she shook her head fiercely. “I can only say it wasn’t enough for either of us.”
The gleam of moisture in Elise’s eyes brought Miranda a hard tug of shame. “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “It happened so quickly. I didn’t think you gave a damn.”
“I did. I still do.” She sighed, then blinked back the threatening tears. “I wish it had been different, but the fact is that it wasn’t, and isn’t different. I have to live my life.”
“Yes, you do.” Miranda shrugged. “Andrew’s been so miserable, and it was easier for me to blame you. I don’t imagine the breakup of a marriage is ever one person’s fault.”
“I don’t think either of us was very good at marriage. It seemed cleaner and even kinder to end it than to go on pretending.”
“Like my parents?”
Elise’s eyes widened. “Oh, Miranda, I didn’t mean—”
“It’s all right. I agree with you. My parents haven’t lived under the same roof in more than twenty-five years, but neither of them bothers to end it, cleanly or kindly. Andrew may be hurt, but all in all I prefer your way.”
It was, she admitted, the route she would have taken herself—if she’d ever made the mistake of getting married in the first place. Divorce, she decided, was a more humane alternative to the pale illusion of marriage.
“Shall I apologize for all the nasty thoughts I’ve had about you in the last year or so?”
Elise’s lips curved. “Not necessary. I understand your loyalty to Drew. I admire it and always have. I know how close the two of you are.”
“United we stand, divided we rush to therapy.”
“We never really managed to be friends. We were colleagues, then relatives, but never really made it to friends even with all we have in common. Maybe we can’t, but I’d like to think we could at least be friendly.”
“I don’t have many friends.” Too much of an intimacy risk, Miranda thought with a hint of self-disgust. “It would be foolish of me to refuse the offer of one.”
Elise opened the door again. “I don’t have many friends either,” she said quietly. “It’s nice to have you.”
Touched, Miranda stared after her, then gathered her printouts and samples to lock them in the safe.
She snagged Carter briefly, assigning him to check all sources for bronze formulas of the appropriate era—though she’d already done so herself, and would do so again.
She found Richard nearly buried in computer printouts and books. His nose all but scraped along the pages like a bloodhound’s on the scent.
“Find anything I can use?” Miranda asked him.
“Huh?” He blinked at the page, but didn’t look up. “The villa was completed in 1489. Lorenzo de’ Medici commissioned the architect, but the deed was held by Giulietta Buonadoni.”
“She was a powerful woman.” Miranda pulled up a chair, pushing at papers. “It wouldn’t have been usual for a mistress to own such valuable property. She cut quite a deal.”
“Women of great beauty already hold great power,” he muttered. “The clever ones know how to use it. History indicates she was clever.”
Intrigued, Miranda took a photo of the bronze out of her file. “You can see in her face this was a woman who knew her own worth. What else can you tell me about her?”
“Her name comes up from time to time. But there’s not much detail. Her lineage, for instance, is buried in time. I can’t find anything. The first mentions of her I’ve found so far begin in 1487. Indications are she was a member of the Medici household, potentially a young cousin of Clarice Orsini.”
“So, going with that, Lorenzo took his wife’s cousin for his mistress. Keeping it in the family,” she said with a smile. Richard only nodded soberly.
“It would explain how she caught his eye. Though another source indicates she may have been the illegitimate daughter of one of the members of Lorenzo’s Neoplatonic Academy. That would also have put her into his line of sight. However they met, he moved her into the villa in 1489. By all accounts she was as devoted to the arts as he, and used her power and influence to gather the stars of the era under her roof. She died in 1530, during the siege of Florence.”
“Interesting.” Again, she thought, a time when valuables might have been secreted away. Leaning back, she swung her glasses by the earpiece. “So she died before it was certain the Medicis would remain in power.”
“So it appears.”
“Children?”
“I haven’t found anything on children.”
“Give me a few of those books,” she decided. “I’ll help you look.”
 
Vincente Morelli was the closest thing to an uncle Miranda could claim. He’d known her parents since before she was born and for several years had handled the publicity and promotions and events for the Institute in Maine.
When his first wife had taken ill, he’d brought her home to Florence, and had buried her there twelve years ago. He’d grieved for three years, then to everyone’s surprise, had abruptly married a marginally successful actress. The fact that Gina was two years younger than his eldest daughter had caused some consternation in his family, and some smirking grins among his associates.
Vincente was round as a barrel with a Pavarotti chest and legs like tree stumps, while his wife resembled a young Sophia Loren, lush and lusty and gorgeous. She was rarely seen without several pounds of Italian gold and winking gems clasped around her throat and wrist or at her ears.
They were both boisterous, loud, and occasionally crude. Miranda was fond of both of them, but often wondered how such an extroverted couple managed to remain in close association with her mother.
“I’ve sent copies of the reports upstairs,” Miranda told Vincente as he filled her small office with his bulk and personality. “I thought you’d want to see the progress, and that way when the time comes for an announcement to the media, you’ll have been able to extrapolate data for the statement.”
“Yes, yes. The facts are simple enough to write, but tell me what you think, cara. Give me some color.”
“My thoughts are we’ve still got work to do.”
“Miranda.” He said it slowly, with a persuasive smile, as he leaned back in the chair that creaked alarmingly under his weight. “Your beautiful mother has tied my hands until all—what is it?—t’s are crossed. So, when I’m able to take this story to the press, it must have impact and passion and romance.”
“If the bronze proves to be genuine, you’ll have impact.”
“Yes, yes, but more. The lovely and talented daughter of the direttrice comes across the sea. One lady to another. What do you think of her? What do you feel from her?”
Miranda arched a brow and tapped her pencil against the edge of her desk. “I think the Fiesole bronze is ninety point four centimeters in height, twenty-four point sixty-eight kilograms in weight. It’s a bronze nude, female,” she continued, holding back a smile as Vincente rolled his eyes to the ceiling, “crafted in the Renaissance style. Testing so far indicates it was cast in the last decade of the fifteenth century.”
“You are too like your mama.”
“You won’t get anywhere with me with insults,” Miranda warned, and they grinned at each other.
“You make my job difficult, cara.” When the time was right, he thought, he’d take his own angles on the press release.
  
• • •
Elizabeth scanned the paperwork with sharp eyes. Miranda had been very careful with the facts, with numbers, with formulas, with every step and stage of every test. But it was still possible to see where she was leaning, and where she believed she would end.
“You believe it’s genuine.”
“Every test indicates its age is between four hundred and fifty and five hundred years. You have copies of the computer-generated photos, the chemical tests.”
“Who took them?”
“I did.”
“And the thermoluminescence process. Who conducted it?”
“I did.”
“And the dating by style is also yours. The bulk of the documentation is from your own research. You supervised the chemical tests, testing the patina and metal personally, did the formula comparisons.”
“Isn’t that why you brought me here?”
“Yes, but I also provided you with a team of experts. I expected you to make more use of them.”
“If I run the tests myself, I have more control,” Miranda said curtly. “There’s less possibility of error. This is my field. I’ve authenticated five pieces from this era, three of them bronzes, one of them a Cellini.”
“The Cellini had unassaultable documentation, and excavation records.”
“Regardless,” Miranda said with bubbling resentment. Though she imagined herself flinging up her hands, shaking her fists, she kept her arms quietly by her sides. “I ran precisely the same tests on that piece as I have on this one in order to rule out forgery. I’ve consulted with the Louvre, the Smithsonian, the Bargello. I believe my credentials are in order.”
Wearily Elizabeth leaned back. “No one is questioning your credentials, or your skill. I would hardly have called you in on this project if I doubted either.”
  
“Then why are you questioning them now that I’ve done the work?”
“I’m commenting on your lack of teamwork, Miranda, and I’m concerned that you formed your opinion the moment you saw the bronze.”
“I recognized the style, the era, and the artist.” As did you, Miranda thought furiously. Damn you, as did you. “However,” she continued coolly, “I conducted every standard test, then retested, and documented the procedure and the results. From these I can form an opinion, and a belief that the bronze currently locked in the safe is a depiction of Giulietta Buonadoni, cast circa late fifteenth century, and the work of a young Michelangelo Buonarroti.”
“I will agree that the style is of the school of Michelangelo.”
“The bronze is too early a work to be of his school. He was barely twenty. And only genius can duplicate genius.”
“To my knowledge there is no documentation of a bronze of this artist that supports this piece as his work.”
“Then the documentation has yet to be found, or it never existed. We have documentation of many of his pieces that are lost. Why not have a piece and not the documentation? The cartoon for the fresco for the Battle of Cascina. Lost. His bronze of Julius the Second, destroyed and melted down, many of his drawings apparently burned by his own hand shortly before his death.”
“However, we know they existed.”
“The Dark Lady exists. The age is right, the style is right, particularly in his early work. He would have been about eighteen when this was cast. He’d already carved Madonna of the Stairs, Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs. He had already shown genius.”
Considering herself a patient women, Elizabeth merely nodded. “There is no argument that the bronze is superior work and of his style. This does not, however, prove it is his work.”
“He lived in the Medici Palace, was treated like Lorenzo’s son. He knew her. There is documentation that they were acquainted. She was often used as a model. It would be more unusual if he hadn’t used her. You knew this possibility existed when you sent for me.”
“Possibility and fact are different issues, Miranda.” Elizabeth folded her hands. “As you said on your first day here, you don’t deal in possibilities.”
“I’m giving you fact. The formula of the bronze is correct, exactly correct, X rays verify that the tool work is authentic for the era. The clay core and scrapings have been dated. The tests reveal the deep downward corrosion growth. The patina is correct. The bronze is late-fifteenth-century. Most likely the last decade.”
She held up a hand before her mother could speak. “As an expert in the field, and after a careful and objective study of the piece, it’s my conclusion that the bronze is the work of Michelangelo. All that’s missing is his signature. And he didn’t sign his pieces, with the exception of the Pietà in Rome.”
“I won’t argue with the results of your testing.” Elizabeth angled her head. “With your conclusions, however, I hold reservations. We can’t afford to let your enthusiasm weigh on either side. You’re to say nothing of this to any of the staff at this point. And I must insist you say nothing at all outside the lab. If any rumors leak to the press, it would be disastrous.”
“I’m hardly going to call the newspapers and announce I’ve authenticated a lost Michelangelo. But I have.” She placed her hands on the desk and leaned forward. “I know it. And sooner or later, you’ll have to admit it.”
“Nothing would please me more, I promise you. But in the meantime, this must be kept quiet.”
“I’m not in this for glory.” Though she could taste it, on the tip of her tongue. She could feel it, tingling in the tips of her fingers.
“We’re all in this for glory,” Elizabeth corrected with a small smile. “Why pretend otherwise? If your theory proves out, you’ll have plenty of it. If it doesn’t, and you’re premature in your statement, you’ll damage your reputation. And mine, and that of this facility. That, Miranda, I won’t allow. Continue the document search.”
  
“I intend to.” Miranda turned on her heel and stalked out. She would gather up a pile of books, take them back to the hotel, and by God, she told herself, she’d find the link.
 
At three A.M., when the phone rang, she was sitting up in bed, surrounded by books and papers. The two-toned shrill jerked her out of some colorful dream of sunny hillsides and cool marble courtyards, musical fountains and harpsong.
Disoriented, she blinked against the glare of the lights she’d left burning and groped for the phone.
“Pronto. Dr. Jones. Hello?”
“Miranda, I need you to come to my house as soon as possible.”
“What? Mother?” She stared bleary-eyed at the bedside clock. “It’s three in the morning.”
“I’m perfectly aware of the time. As is the assistant minister who was awakened some twenty minutes ago by a reporter who demanded to know the details of the lost bronze by Michelangelo.”
“What? But—”
“I don’t choose to discuss this over the phone.” Elizabeth’s voice vibrated with cold and barely suppressed fury. “Do you remember how to get here?”
“Yes, of course.”
“I’ll expect you within thirty minutes,” she said, seconds before the phone clicked.
Miranda made it in twenty.
Elizabeth’s home was small and elegant, a two-story dwelling typical of Florence, with its yellowed ivory walls and red-tiled roof. Flowers spilled out of pots and window boxes, and were cared for religiously by the maid.
In the dark, the windows gleamed, bright stripes of light leaking through the louvered blinds. It was roomy, as Miranda recalled, an attractive arena for entertaining. It would have occurred to neither mother nor daughter to share the space while Miranda was in Florence.
The door was wrenched open before she could knock. Elizabeth stood, neatly groomed and perfectly presented in a peach-colored robe.
“What happened?” Miranda demanded.
“That’s precisely my question.” Strict control was all that prevented Elizabeth from slamming the door. “If this was your way of proving your point, of exerting your expertise, or of causing me professional embarrassment, all you accomplished was the last.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Miranda hadn’t taken time to tame her hair, and scooped an impatient hand through it to shove it out of her eyes. “You said a reporter called—”
“That’s correct.”
Straight as a general, Elizabeth turned and strode into the front parlor. A fire was laid, but had yet to be lighted. Lamps blazed, shooting shine from polished wood. There was a vase of white roses on the mantel, and nothing else. The colors were all soft, all pale.
Part of Miranda’s mind registered what it always did when she stepped inside this, or any, room in the house. It was more showcase than home, and just as cool.
“The reporter, of course, refused to reveal his source. But he had quite a bit of information.”
“Vincente would never have gone to the press prematurely.”
“No,” Elizabeth agreed coolly. “Vincente would not.”
“Could the plumber—what was his name—have talked to a reporter?”
“The plumber couldn’t have provided him with photos of the bronze, with test results.”
“Test results.” Because her knees were suddenly loose, Miranda sat. “My tests?”
“Standjo’s tests,” Elizabeth said between her teeth. “Despite the fact that you conducted them, it remains the responsibility of my lab. And it’s the security of that lab that has been breached.”
“But how . . .” It hit home then, the tone, the look in her mother’s eyes. She rose slowly. “You think I called a reporter and fed him information? Secured photos and test results?”
Elizabeth merely studied Miranda’s furious face. “Did you?”
“No, I did not. Even if we hadn’t discussed the ramifications, I would never undermine a project this way. It’s my reputation on the line as well.”
“And it’s your reputation that could very well be made.”
Miranda looked into Elizabeth’s eyes and saw the opinion had already been formed. “You can go to hell.”
“The reporter quoted from your report.”
“Straight to hell, and take your precious lab with you. It’s always meant more to you than your own flesh and blood.”
“My precious lab has provided you with training and employment, and with the potential for reaching the top of your field. Now, because of haste and stubbornness and ego, my professional integrity is in question, and your reputation may very well be ruined. The bronze is being transferred to another facility today.”
“Transferred?”
“We’ve been fired,” Elizabeth snapped, then snatched up the phone that rang on a table beside her. Her lips thinned, and her breath hissed through them once. “No comment,” she said in Italian, and hung up. “Another reporter. The third who’s reached me on my private number.”
“It doesn’t matter.” Though her stomach was jumping, Miranda spoke calmly. “Let them transfer her. Any reputable lab will only verify my findings.”
“That’s precisely the kind of arrogance that put us in this position.” Her eyes fired such icy temper that Miranda didn’t notice the strain or dark circles under them. “I’ve worked for years to reach this point, to build and maintain a facility that is without question among the finest in the world.”
“This won’t change that. Leaks happen even in the finest facilities.”
“They don’t happen at Standjo.” The silk of Elizabeth’s robe swirled as she paced. The matching slippers made no sound as they trampled the pink roses blooming on the carpet. “I’ll begin repairing the damage immediately. I expect you to avoid the press, and take the first available flight back to Maine.”
“I’m not leaving until this is finished.”
“It is finished, for you. Your services are no longer required at Standjo, Florence.” She turned back to her daughter, her face set, her tired eyes chilly and direct. “Your security clearance will be voided.”
“I see. A quick execution without a trial. I shouldn’t be surprised,” she said half to herself. “Why am I?”
“This isn’t the time to indulge in drama.”
Because her nerves were raw, Elizabeth indulged herself and moved to a cabinet for the brandy. There was a dull drumming at the base of her skull that caused her more irritation than pain.
“It’s going to take quite a bit of work to put Standjo back on an even keel after this. And there will be questions, a lot of questions.” With her back to Miranda, Elizabeth splashed two inches of brandy into a snifter. “It would be better for you if you aren’t in the country when they’re asked.”
“I’m not afraid of questions.” The panic was creeping in now, sneaking slyly up her spine. She was to be sent away, The Dark Lady taken from her. Her work questioned, her integrity shadowed. “I didn’t do anything illegal or unethical. And I’ll stand by my authentication of the bronze. Because it’s right. Because it’s real.”
“For your sake, I hope so. The press has your name, Miranda.” Elizabeth lifted her brandy in an unconscious toast. “Believe me, they’ll use it.”
“Let them.”
“Arrogance.” Elizabeth hissed out a breath. “Obviously you haven’t taken account that your actions will reflect on me, personally and professionally.”
“You thought of it,” Miranda shot back, “when you brought me here to verify and corroborate your own suspicions. You may head Standjo, but you don’t have the qualifications for this kind of work. You wanted the glory.” Miranda’s heart hammered painfully in her throat as she stepped closer. “You sent for me because I share part of your name, and your blood, however much we both regret that.”
Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed. The accusation wasn’t inaccurate, but neither was it complete. “I gave you the opportunity of a lifetime, because of your qualifications, and yes, because you’re a Jones. You’ve damaged that opportunity, and my organization in the process.”
“I’ve done nothing but what I was brought here to do. I’ve spoken to no one outside the organization, and to no one in the organization who didn’t meet with your clearance specifications.”
Elizabeth drew a calming breath. Her decision had already been made, she reminded herself. There was no point in discussing it further. “You will leave Italy today. You will not return to the lab, or contact anyone who works there. If you don’t agree, I’ll be forced to terminate your position at the museum.”
“You don’t run the Institute anymore, and neither does Father. Andrew and I do.”
“If you want that situation to continue, you’ll do what I say. Whether you believe it or not, I’m trying to save you embarrassment.”
“Don’t do me any favors, Mother. We wouldn’t want to spoil your record.” Banished, was all she could think. Cut off from the most exciting work of her life, and sent away as powerlessly as a child ordered to her room.
“I’ve given you your choice, Miranda. If you stay, you’ll do so alone. And you will no longer be welcome at any Standjo facility, including the New England Institute of Art History.”
Miranda could feel herself begin to shake, from both fear and rage. Even as she heard the inner screams of that fear and rage echo in her head, she spoke quietly. “I’ll never forgive you for this. Not ever. But I’ll go, because the Institute’s important to me. And because, when this is over, you’ll have to apologize, and I’ll tell you to go to hell. Those will be the last words I ever speak to you.”
  
She took the snifter out of her mother’s hand. “Salute,” she said, and tossed back the brandy defiantly. Setting the snifter down with a crack of glass against wood, she turned and walked out. She didn’t look back.
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A
ndrew Jones was thinking of marriage and failure as he sipped Jack Daniel’s Black, straight up, from a short glass. He was well aware that everyone who knew him thought it was long past time for him to turn the page on his divorce and move on.
But he didn’t feel like moving on. Not when it was so comforting to wallow.
Marriage had been an enormous step for him, and one he’d considered carefully even though he’d been wildly in love. Making that commitment, turning an emotion into a legal document, had given him many sleepless nights. No one on the Jones side of the family had ever made a successful run at marriage.
He and Miranda called it the Jones curse.
His grandmother had outlived her husband by more than a decade and had never—at least in her grandson’s hearing—had a good word to say about the man she’d lived with for thirty-odd years.
It was hard to blame her, as the late and unlamented Andrew Jones had been infamous for his affection for young blondes and Jack Daniel’s Black.
  
His namesake was well aware that the old man had been a bastard, clever and successful, but a bastard nonetheless.
Andrew’s father preferred digs to home fires, and had spent most of his son’s childhood away from home, brushing ancient dirt from ancient bones. When he was in residence, he’d agreed with everything his wife said, blinked owlishly at his children as if he’d forgotten how they came to be in his line of sight, and locked himself for hours at a time in his office.
It hadn’t been women and whiskey for Charles Jones. He’d committed his adultery and neglect with science.
Not that the great Dr. Elizabeth Standford-Jones had given a shit, Andrew thought as he brooded over what he’d intended to be one friendly drink at Annie’s Place. She’d left the child-rearing to servants, run the household like a Nazi general, and ignored her husband as sublimely as he had ignored her.
It always made Andrew shudder to imagine that at least twice, these cold-blooded, self-absorbed people had tangled in bed long enough to conceive a couple of children.
When he was a boy, Andrew had often fantasized that Charles and Elizabeth had purchased him and his sister from some poor couple who’d wept copiously when they traded their children for rent money.
When he was older, he’d enjoyed imagining that he and Miranda had been created in a lab, experiments conceived out of science rather than sex.
But the sad fact was that there was too much Jones in him for it not to have come down naturally.
Yeah, he thought, and lifted his glass, old Charles and Elizabeth had tangoed one night thirty-three years ago and conceived the next generation of assholes.
But he’d tried, Andrew told himself, letting the whiskey slide down his throat in a hot caress. He’d done his best to make his marriage work, to make Elise happy, to be the kind of husband she wanted and break the Jones curse.
And had failed all around.
“I’ll take another, Annie.”
“No, you won’t.”
  
Andrew shifted on his stool, sighed gustily. He’d known Annie McLean most of his life, and knew how to get around her.
In the sweet summer when they were seventeen, they’d tumbled together onto a rough blanket over rougher sand and had made love by the crashing waves of the Atlantic.
He supposed the stumbling sex—which had turned out to be a first for both of them—had as much to do with the beer they’d consumed, the night itself, and the foolishness of youth as the licks of heat they’d sparked off each other.
And neither of them could have known what that one night, those few hot hours by the sea, would do to both of them.
“Come on, Annie, let me have another drink.”
“You’ve already had two.”
“So one more won’t hurt.”
Annie finished drawing a beer, slid the mug gracefully down the length of the cherry wood bar toward the waiting customer. Briskly, she wiped her narrow hands on her bar apron.
At five-six and a hundred thirty well-toned pounds, Annie McLean gave the impression of no-nonsense competence.
A select few—including a two-timing cheat of an ex-husband—knew there was a delicate-winged blue butterfly on her butt.
Her wheat-colored hair was worn short and spiky to frame a face more interesting than pretty. Her chin was pointed, her nose listed slightly to the left and was splattered with freckles. Her voice was pure Down East and tended to flatten vowels.
She could, and had, tossed grown men out of her bar with her own work-roughened hands.
Annie’s Place was hers because she’d made it hers. She’d sunk every penny of her savings from her days of cocktail waitressing into the bar—every penny her slick-talking ex hadn’t run off with—and had begged and borrowed the rest. She’d worked day and night transforming what had been little more than a cellar into a comfortable neighborhood bar.
She ran a clean place, knew her regulars, their families, their troubles. She knew when to draw another draft, when to switch to coffee, and when to demand car keys and call cabs.
She looked at Andrew and shook her head. He’d drink himself blind if she let him.
“Andrew, go home. Make yourself a meal.”
“I’m not hungry.” He smiled, knowing how to put his dimples to work. “It’s cold and rainy out, Annie. I just want a little something to warm the blood.”
“Fine.” She turned to the coffee station and filled a mug from the pot. “This is hot and fresh.”
“Christ. I can go right down the street and get a goddamn drink without the hassle.”
She merely lifted her eyebrows. “Drink your coffee and stop whining.” With this, she began to work her way down the bar.
The rain was keeping most of her customers home. But those who had braved the storm were glued to their seats, sipping beer, watching the sports channel on TV, huddled in conversations.
There was a pretty fire burning in the little stone hearth and someone had plugged in quarters and Ella Fitzgerald on the juke.
It was her kind of night. Warm, friendly, easy. This was the reason she’d been willing to risk every dime, to work her hands raw and lie awake in bed worrying night after night. Not many had believed she could succeed, a twenty-six-year-old woman whose only business experience had come from serving mugs of beer and counting tips.
Seven years later, and Annie’s Place was a Jones Point standard.
Andrew had believed, she remembered with a tug of guilt as she saw him stomp out of the bar. He’d lent her money when the banks wouldn’t. He’d come by with sandwiches when she’d been painting walls and staining wood. He’d listened to her dreams when others had ignored them.
  
He figured he owed her, she thought now. And he was a decent man who paid his debts.
But he couldn’t erase the night sixteen years before when, lost in love with him, she’d given him her innocence, taken his. He couldn’t make her forget that in doing so they’d created a life, one that had flickered only briefly.
He couldn’t make her forget the look on his face when, with joy leaping under terror, she’d told him she was pregnant. His face had gone blank, his body stiff as he sat on the rock on the long stretch of beach and stared out to sea.
And his voice had been flat, cool, impersonal when he offered to marry her.
Paying a debt, she thought now. Nothing more, nothing less. And by offering to do what most would consider the honorable thing, he’d broken her heart.
Losing the baby only two weeks later was fate, she supposed. It had spared both of them overwhelming decisions. But she’d loved what had been growing inside her, just as she’d loved Andrew.
Once she accepted the baby was gone, she’d stopped loving. That, she knew, had been as much a relief to Andrew as it had been to her.
The hum of friendship, she thought, was a lot easier to dance to than the pluck of heartstrings.
 
Damn women were the bane of his existence, Andrew decided as he unlocked his car and climbed behind the wheel. Always telling you what to do, how to do it, and most of all how you were doing it wrong.
He was glad he was done with them.
He was better off burying himself in work at the Institute by day and blurring the edges with whiskey at night. Nobody got hurt that way. Especially him.
Now he was much too sober, and the night ahead was much too long.
He drove through the rain, wondering what it would be like to just keep driving. To go until he just ran out of gas and start fresh wherever that might be. He could change his name, get a job in construction. He had a strong back and good hands. Maybe hard, manual labor was the answer.
No one would know him, or expect anything of him.
But he knew he wouldn’t. He would never leave the Institute. It was, as nothing else had ever been, home. He needed it every bit as much as it needed him.
Well, he had a bottle or two at the house. There was no reason he couldn’t have a couple drinks in front of his own fire to lull him to sleep.
But he saw the lights winking through the rain as he drove up the winding lane. Miranda. He hadn’t expected his sister home, not for days yet. His fingers tightened on the wheel as he thought of her in Florence, with Elise. It took him several minutes after he’d stopped the car before he was able to relax them.
The wind whipped at him as he shoved the car door open. Rain slapped at his face and streamed down his collar. Directly over the peaks and gables of the house, the sky exploded with sharp forks of lightning.
A wild night. He imagined Miranda was inside enjoying it. She loved a good storm. For himself, he would take peace, quiet, and oblivion.
He dashed toward the door, then shook himself like a dog the minute he was inside the foyer. He hung his wet coat on the old oak hall rack, dragged a hand through his hair without glancing in the antique mirror. He could hear the funereal tones of Mozart’s Requiem coming from the parlor.
If Miranda was playing that, he knew the trip hadn’t gone well.
He found her curled up in a chair in front of the fire, bundled into her favored gray cashmere robe, sipping tea from their grandmother’s best china.
All of her comfort tools, he noted, neatly in place.
“You’re back early.”
“Looks that way.” She studied him. She was sure he’d been drinking, but his eyes were clear, his color normal. At least he was still marginally sober.
Though he wanted a drink, he sat down across from her. It was easy to spot the signs of simmering temper. But he knew her better than anyone, and could also see the misery under it. “So, what’s the deal?”
“She had a project for me.” Because she’d hoped he would come home before she went to bed, Miranda had brought two cups. She poured tea into the second now and pretended she didn’t see Andrew’s wince of distaste.
She knew very well he’d prefer a glass of whiskey.
“An incredible project,” Miranda continued, holding out the cup and saucer. “A bronze was discovered in the cellar of the Villa della Donna Oscura. Do you know the history of the place?”
“Refresh me.”
“Giulietta Buonadoni.”
“Okay, got it. The Dark Lady, a mistress of one of the Medicis.”
“Lorenzo the Magnificent—at least he was her first protector,” Miranda specified, grateful that Andrew’s knowledge of the era was thorough enough. It would save time. “The bronze was of the lady herself, no mistaking that face. She wanted me to do the tests, the dating.”
He waited a beat. “Elise could have handled it.”
“Elise’s field is broader than mine.” There was a hint of annoyance in Miranda’s tone. “Renaissance is my era, bronzes my specialty. Elizabeth wanted the best.”
“She always does. So, you ran the tests?”
“I ran them. I ran them again. I had top members of the staff assisting me. I did everything, personally, step by step. Then I went back and did it all again.”
“And?”
“It was genuine, Andrew.” Some of the excitement leaked through as she leaned forward. “Late fifteenth century.”
“That’s incredible. Wonderful. Why aren’t you celebrating?”
“There’s more.” She had to take a breath, steady herself. “It’s a Michelangelo.”
“Jesus.” He set his cup aside hurriedly. “Are you sure? I don’t remember anything about a lost bronze.”
A stubborn line dug its way between her eyebrows. “I’d stake my reputation on it. It’s an early work, brilliantly executed—it’s a gorgeous piece, echoing the sensual style of his drunken Bacchus. I was still working on documentation when I left, but there’s enough to support it.”
“The bronze wasn’t documented?”
Miranda began to tap her foot in irritation. “Giulietta probably hid it, or at least kept it to herself. Politics. It fits,” she insisted. “I’d have proven it without a doubt if she’d given me more time.”
“Why didn’t she?”
Unable to sit, Miranda unfolded her legs and got up to jab at the fire with a poker. “Someone leaked it to the press. We weren’t nearly ready for an official announcement, and the government got nervous. They fired Standjo, and she fired me. She accused me of leaking it.” Furious, she whirled back. “Of wanting the glory so badly I’d have risked the project to get it. I would never have done that.”
“No, of course not.” He could brush that aside without a thought. “They fired her.” Though it was small of him, he couldn’t quite stop the grin. “I bet that set her off.”
“She was livid. Under other circumstances, I might get some satisfaction out of that. But now I’ve lost the project. Not only won’t I get credit, but the only way I’ll see that piece again is in a museum. Damn it, Andrew, I was so close.”
“You can bet that when the bronze is authenticated and announced, she’ll find a way to get Standjo’s name in it.” He arched a brow at his sister. “And when she does, you’ll just have to make sure yours isn’t left out.”
“It’s not the same.” She took it away from me, was all Miranda could think.
“Take what you can get.” He rose as well, wandering over to the liquor cabinet. Because he would have to ask. “You saw Elise?”
“Yes.” Miranda slid her hands into the pockets of her robe. Because she would have to answer. “She looks fine. I think she’s well suited to managing the lab there. She asked how you were.”
“And you told her I was just dandy.”
  
Miranda watched him pour the first drink. “I didn’t think you wanted me to tell her you were turning into a brooding, self-destructive drunk.”
“I’ve always brooded,” he said, saluting her. “All of us do, so that doesn’t count. Is she seeing anyone?”
“I don’t know. We never got around to discussing our sex lives. Andrew, you have to stop this.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s a waste and it’s stupid. And frankly, though I like her, she’s not worth it.” She lifted her shoulders. “No one’s worth it.”
“I loved her,” he murmured, watching the liquor swirl before he drank. “I gave her the best I had.”
“Did you ever consider that maybe she didn’t give her best? Maybe she was the one who didn’t measure up?”
He studied Miranda over the rim of his glass. “No.”
“Maybe you should. Or maybe you should consider that the best you had and the best she had didn’t equal the best together. Marriages fail all the time. People get over it.”
He studied the liquor, watching the light flicker through the glass. “Maybe if they didn’t get over it so easily, marriages wouldn’t fail so often.”
“And maybe if people didn’t pretend love makes the world go round, they’d pick their partners with more care.”
“Love does make the world go round, Miranda. That’s why the world’s so fucked up.”
He lifted his glass and drank deeply.
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T
he sky shimmered with a cold, gray, angry dawn. Restless, dark, and full of sound, the sea hammered against the rocks and rose up to punch its white fists into the raw and bitter air. Spring would have a fight on its hands before it could beat back winter.
Nothing could have pleased Miranda more.
She stood on the bluff, her mood as fitful as the churning water below. She watched it spew up from the rocks, ice-edged and mean, and drew in the ancient violence of its scent.
She’d slept poorly, tangled in dreams she blamed on temper as much as travel fatigue. She wasn’t one for dreaming. It was still dark when she’d given up on sleep, and had dressed in a thick green sweater and dun-colored slacks of soft wool. She’d scraped out the last of the coffee—Andrew wasn’t going to be pleased when he awoke—and had brewed herself half a pot.
Now she sipped that coffee, strong and black, out of a big white mug and watched dawn claw its way to life in the unhappy eastern sky.
The rain had stopped, but it would come back, she thought. And as the temperatures had dropped sharply through the night, it would likely come back as snow and sleet. That was fine, that was dandy.
That was Maine.
Florence, with its white, flashing sun and warm, dry wind, was an ocean away. But inside her, in her angry heart, it was close.
The Dark Lady had been her ticket to glory. Elizabeth was right about that at least. Glory was always the goal. But by God, she had worked for it. She’d studied, pushing herself brutally to learn, to absorb, to remember, when her contemporaries had jumped from party to party and relationship to relationship.
There’d been no wild rebellious period in her life, no thumbing her nose at rules and traditions while in college, no mad, heart-wrenching affairs. Repressed, one roommate had called her. Boring as dirt had been the opinion of another. Because some secret part of her had agreed, she had solved that problem by moving off campus and into a small apartment of her own.
She’d been better off, Miranda always thought. She had no skill for social interactions. Beneath the armor of composure and the starch of training she was miserably shy with people, and so much more comfortable with information.
So she had read, written, closed herself into other centuries with a discipline fired by the hot light of ambition.
That ambition had one focus. To be the best. And by being the best, to see her parents look at her with pride, with stunned delight, with respect. Oh, it galled her to know that motivation was buried inside her still, but she’d never been able to dig it out and dispose of it.
She was nearly thirty, had her doctorate, her position at the Institute, a solid reputation in archeometry. And a pitiful need to hear her parents applaud her act. Well, she would just have to get over it.
Before long, she thought, her findings would be proven. Then she would make certain that she gained the credit she deserved. She would write a paper on The Dark Lady, and her own involvement in its testing and authentication. And she would never, never forgive Elizabeth for taking the control and the joy out of her hands. Or for having the power to do so.
The wind rose, sneaking under her sweater like hands grabbing at flesh. The first thin, wet flakes began to swirl. Miranda turned from the sea, her boots clattering on rock as she climbed down the cliff.
The steady beam of the great light continued to circle atop the white tower, shooting out over the water and rock though there were no ships within its range. From dusk to dawn, year after year, she thought, it never failed. Some would look and see romance, but when Miranda studied the sturdy whitewashed tower, she saw reliability.
More, she thought now, than was usually found in people.
In the distance the house was still dark and sleepy, a fanciful silhouette from another time etched against an unforgiving sky.
The grass was a sickly winter brown and crunched under her heels from frost. The scar of her grandmother’s once lovely garden seemed to scold her.
This year, Miranda promised herself when she passed the blackened leaves and brittle sticks of stems, she would give it some time and attention. She would make gardening her hobby—she was always promising herself a hobby.
In the kitchen, she poured the last of the coffee from the pot into her mug. After a final glance outside at the fast-falling snow, she decided to drive to the Institute early, before the roads were covered.
 
From the warm comfort of his rented Mercedes, he watched the Land Rover glide effortlessly over the thin layer of snow on the street, then turn into the parking lot beside the New England Institute of Art History. It looked like a vehicle that should have been driven by a general during an elegant little war.
She made quite a picture herself, he mused, watching her climb out. About six feet of female in her boots, he judged, and most of it wrapped in a steel-gray coat that owed more to warmth than fashion. Her hair was a sexy stoplight red that escaped in untidy curls from a black ski cap. She carried a thick briefcase that bulged a bit with its contents, and she moved with a precision and purpose that would have made that wartime general proud.
But beneath that long-legged stride was the arrogant and unwitting sexuality of a woman who believed herself a step beyond the physical need for men. It was a swinging, aloof gait.
Even in the dim light, he recognized her. She was, he thought with a slow smile, a hard woman not to notice.
He’d been sitting there for nearly an hour now, entertaining himself with various arias from Carmen, La Bohème, The Marriage of Figaro. Really, he had all he needed for now, and had done what he needed to do, but he was grateful he’d loitered long enough to see her arrive.
An early riser, he decided, a woman who liked her work well enough to face it on a cold, snowy morning before most of the city stirred. He appreciated a person who enjoyed their work. God knew, he loved his.
But what to do about Dr. Miranda Jones? he wondered. He imagined she was using the side entrance, even now sliding her key card through the slot, adding her code on the number pad. No doubt she would carefully reset the security alarms once she was inside.
All reports indicated she was a practical and careful woman. He appreciated practical women. It was such a joy to corrupt them.
He could work around her, or he could use her. Either way, he would get the job done. But using her would be so much more. . . entertaining. Since this would be his last job, it seemed only fair it include some entertainment in addition to the thrill and the profit.
He thought it would be worth his while to get to know Miranda Jones, to indulge himself with her. Before he stole from her.
He saw the light flick on in a window on the third floor of the sprawling granite building. Straight to work, he mused, smiling again as he caught the shadow of movement behind the window.
It was about time he got to work himself. He started the car, pulled away from the curve, and drove off to dress for the next part of his day.
 
The New England Institute of Art History had been built by Miranda’s great-grandfather. But it was her grandfather, Andrew Jones, who had expanded it to its full potential. He’d always had a keen interest in the arts, and had even fancied himself a painter. He’d been at least good enough to convince a number of healthy young models to take off their clothes and pose for him.
He’d enjoyed socializing with artists, entertaining them, acting as patron when one—particularly an attractive female one—caught his eye. A ladies’ man and enthusiastic drinker he might have been, but he’d also been generous, imaginative, and had never been afraid to put his money where his heart lay.
The building was a strong gray granite, spreading over a full block, with its towering columns, its wings and squared-off archways. The original structure had been a museum with carefully tended grounds, huge old shade trees, and a quiet, rather stern-faced dignity.
Andrew had wanted more. He’d seen the Institute as a showcase for art and for artists, as an arena where art was displayed, restored, taught, and analyzed. So he had cut down the trees, slabbed over the grounds, and erected the graceful and somewhat fanciful additions to the original structure.
There were classrooms with high light-filled windows, carefully designed laboratories, lofty storerooms, and a beehive of offices. Gallery space had been more than tripled.
Students who wished to study there were taken on merit. Those who could afford to pay paid dearly for the privilege. Those who couldn’t, and were deemed worthy, were subsidized.
Art was holy at the Institute, and science was its deity.
  
Carved in a stone lintel above the main entrance were the words of Longfellow.
 
ART IS LONG, AND TIME IS FLEETING
 
Studying, preserving, and displaying that art was how the Institute spent its time.
It remained basically true to Andrew’s conception fifty years later with his grandchildren at the helm.
The museum galleries it held were arguably the finest in Maine, and the work represented there had been carefully chosen and acquired over the years, beginning with Charles’s and then Andrew’s own collections.
The public areas swept the main floor, gallery spilling into gallery through wide archways. Classrooms and studios jammed the second level, with the restoration area separated from them by a small lobby where visitors with the correct passes could tour the work spaces.
The labs occupied the lower level and shot off into all wings. They were, despite the grand galleries and educational facilities, the foundation.
The labs, Miranda often thought, were her foundation as well.
Setting her briefcase aside, she moved to the Federal library table under her window to brew coffee. As she switched the pot on, her fax line rang. After opening her blinds, she moved to the machine and took out the page.
Welcome home, Miranda. Did you enjoy Florence? Too bad your trip was cut so rudely short. Where do you think you made your mistake? Have you thought about it? Or are you so sure you’re right?
Prepare for the fall. It’s going to be a hard jolt.
I’ve waited so long. I’ve watched so patiently.
I’m watching still, and the wait’s almost over.
Miranda caught herself rubbing a hand up and down her arm to warm it as she read the message. Though she made herself stop, the chill remained.
There was no name, no return number.
  
It read like a sly chuckle, she thought. The tone taunting and eerily threatening. But why, and who?
Her mother? It shamed her that Elizabeth’s name was the first to form in her mind. But surely a woman of Elizabeth’s power, personality, and position wouldn’t stoop to cryptic and anonymous messages.
She’d already hurt Miranda in the most direct way possible.
It was more likely a disgruntled employee at either Standjo or the Institute, someone who felt she’d been unfair in her policy or work assignments.
Of course, that was it, she decided and tried to breathe clearly again. A technician she’d reprimanded or a student who was unhappy with a grade. This was only meant to unsettle her, and she wouldn’t allow it to work.
But rather than discarding it, she slipped it into her bottom drawer and turned the key in the lock.
Putting it out of her mind, she sat to outline her day on paper. By the time she’d completed the first tasks on her list—reading her mail and memos, organizing her phone messages—the sun was up and streaming in bands through the slats of her blinds.
“Miranda?” A quick rap on the door jolted her.
“Yes, come in.” She glanced at the clock, noting her assistant was punctual, as always.
“I saw your car in the lot. Didn’t know you were coming back today.”
“No, it was . . . unscheduled.”
“So how was Florence?” Lori moved briskly around the room, checking for messages, adjusting the slant of the blinds.
“Warm, sunny.”
“Sounds wonderful.” Satisfied all was in its proper place, Lori sat and perched her notebook on her knee. She was a pretty blonde with a Kewpie doll mouth, a voice like Betty Boop, and an edge of efficiency sharp as a honed razor. “It’s nice to have you back,” she said with a smile.
“Thanks.” Because the welcome was sincere, Miranda smiled in return. “It’s nice to be back. I’ve got a lot to catch up on. Right now I need updates on the Carbello Nude and the Bronzino restoration.”
The routine was soothing, so much so that Miranda forgot everything but the matters at hand for the next two hours. Leaving Lori to set up appointments and meetings, she headed out to check in with the lab.
Because she was thinking of Andrew, Miranda decided to detour by his office before heading down. His domain was in the opposite wing, closer to the public areas. The galleries, acquisitions, and displays were his province, while Miranda preferred working mainly behind the scenes.
She strode down the corridors, her practical boots treading over marble. Here and there the wide square windows allowed streams of pale light to streak over the floor, offered the muffled sound of street traffic, glimpses of buildings and bare trees.
Office doors were discreetly closed. The occasional sound of phones or the whine of faxes echoed dully. A secretary carried a ream of paper out of the supply room and shot Miranda a startled-rabbit look, before murmuring a “Good morning, Dr. Jones,” then scurrying on.
Was she that intimidating? Miranda thought. That unfriendly? Because it made her think of the fax, she narrowed her eyes at the woman’s back as she scooted through a door and closed it behind her.
Maybe she wasn’t outgoing, maybe the staff didn’t have the same easy affection for her that they seemed to have for Andrew, but she wasn’t . . . hard. Was she?
It disturbed her to think so, to wonder if her innate reserve was perceived as coldness.
Like her mother.
No, she didn’t want to believe that. Those who knew her wouldn’t think so. She had a solid relationship with Lori, an easy camaraderie with John Carter. She didn’t run the lab here like a boot camp where no one could speak their mind or tell a joke.
Though no one joked with her, she thought.
She was in charge, she reminded herself. What else could she expect?
  
Deliberately she relaxed her shoulders again. She couldn’t let one timid secretary set her off on a tangent of self-analysis.
Because, happily, she had no appointments or public meetings scheduled, she wore the same sweater and trousers she’d slipped into that morning to watch the dawn. Her hair was bundled back in an excuse for a braid and curls were already escaping from the messy plait.
She was thinking that it was past midday in Italy, and the bronze would be in intense testing. It made her shoulders knot up again.
She stepped through the door of her brother’s outer office. Inside was a sturdy Victorian desk, two viciously straight-backed chairs, filing cabinets in no-nonsense gray, and the woman who guarded it all.
“Good morning, Ms. Purdue.”
Andrew’s assistant was somewhere on the downside of fifty, tidy as a nun and just as strict. She wore her streaky salt-and-pepper hair in an identical knot every day, year in, year out, and was never without a starched blouse and dark blazer and skirt.
She was always Ms. Purdue.
She nodded, removed her busy fingers from her keyboard and folded them neatly. “Good morning, Dr. Jones. I didn’t know you were back from Italy.”
“I got back yesterday.” She tried a smile, thinking it was as good a time as any to be more personable with the staff. “It’s a bit of a shock coming back to this cold.” When Ms. Purdue responded only with a brisk nod, Miranda gave up on the idea—gratefully—of a chat. “Is my brother in?”
“Dr. Jones just stepped downstairs to greet a guest. He should be back momentarily. Would you care to wait, or shall I take a message?”
“No, it’s nothing. I’ll see him later.” She turned when she heard male voices echo up the stairs. If Ms. Purdue’s critical eyes hadn’t been on her, Miranda would have made a dash for cover rather than risk the possibility of socializing with Andrew’s guest.
  
She wouldn’t be stuck if she’d gone straight to the lab, she thought, and briskly brushed the hair out of her eyes and fixed on a polite smile.
Her smile wavered when Andrew and his companion reached the top of the stairs.
“Miranda, this is handy.” Andrew beamed at her—and a quick survey showed Miranda no sign of a night of drinking. “Saves me from calling your office. I’d like you to meet Ryan Boldari, of the Boldari Gallery.”
He stepped forward, took Miranda’s hand and brought it smoothly to his lips. “How nice to meet you, finally.”
He had a face that could have been reproduced with rich bold strokes on one of the Institute’s paintings. The dark, wild good looks were only marginally tamed by an impeccably cut gray suit and perfectly knotted silk tie. His hair was thick, black as ink, and gloriously wavy. His skin was dusky gold, taut over strong bones and marred intriguingly by a small crescent-shaped scar at the far tip of his left eyebrow.
His eyes held hers and were a dark, rich brown that took little drifts of gold from the light. His mouth might have been sculpted by a master and was curved in a smile designed to make a woman wonder how it would feel against hers. And sigh.
She heard a ping—a single and cheerful snapping sound inside her head—as her heart bumped twice.
“Welcome to the Institute, Mr. Boldari.”
“I’m delighted to be here.” He kept her hand in his because it appeared to fluster her. However politely she smiled, there was a faint line of annoyance between her brows.
She debated giving her hand one good tug, then decided it would seem entirely too female a move.
“Why don’t we step into my office?” Oblivious to whatever games were being played under his nose, Andrew gestured toward his office door. “Miranda, got a minute?”
“Actually, I was just—”
“I’d appreciate a few moments of your time, Dr. Jones.” Ryan flashed that smile at her as he shifted his hand from hers to her elbow. “I have a proposition for your brother I believe you’ll be interested in. Your main field of study is Renaissance, isn’t it?”
Trapped, she allowed herself to be guided into Andrew’s office. “That’s right.”
“A brilliant era, so rich in beauty and energy. You know the work of Giorgio Vasari?”
“Of course, Late Renaissance, a Mannerist, one whose style typified the movement toward elegance.”
“Ryan has three Vasaris.” Andrew gestured toward chairs that, thanks to Ms. Purdue, weren’t covered with books and papers as they normally were.
“Really?” Miranda took a seat and fixed on another smile. Andrew’s office was a great deal smaller than hers, because he preferred it that way. It was also cluttered, colorful, and full of the trinkets he liked to surround himself with. Old bones, shards of pottery, bits of glass. She would have preferred to hold this unexpected meeting in the acerbic formality of her own territory.
Because she was nervous, she imagined herself drumming her fingers, wiggling her foot.
“Yes.” Ryan gave his slacks a casual hitch to preserve the crease as he settled himself into a narrow leather-backed chair. “Don’t you find his work a bit self-conscious? Overripe?”
“That too is typical of Mannerism,” Miranda countered. “Vasari is an important artist of that time and style.”
“Agreed.” Ryan merely smiled. “On a personal level I prefer the style of the Early and High Renaissance, but business is business.” He waved a hand—he had strong, graceful hands, Miranda noted. Wide of palm, long of finger.
It irritated her to notice, embarrassed her to have—for a second or two—imagined the feel of them on her skin. Like a teenager faced with a rock star, she thought, amazed at herself.
When she deliberately shifted her gaze from his hands, it collided with his. He smiled again, with a definite gleam in his eyes.
  
In defense her voice turned chilly. “And what business do you have with the Institute?”
Fascinating woman, he thought. The body of a goddess, the manner of a prude, the fashion sense of a refugee, and a very appealing hint of shyness around those hot blue eyes.
He kept his eyes locked on hers, delighted when faint and flattering color bloomed in her cheeks. In his opinion, women didn’t blush nearly often enough these days.
He wondered how she looked in those wire-framed glasses that were hooked in the neck of her sweater.
Scholarly sexy.
“I met your brother a few months ago when we were both in D.C. for the Women in the Arts benefit. I believe he went in your stead.”
“Yes, I couldn’t get away.”
“Miranda was hip-deep in the lab.” Andrew grinned. “I’m more easily dispensable.” He leaned back in his own chair. “Ryan’s interested in our Cellini Madonna.”
Miranda arched a brow. “It’s one of our prizes.”
“Yes, I’ve just seen it. Glorious. Your brother and I discussed a trade.”
“The Cellini.” Her gaze whipped to her brother. “Andrew.”
“Not permanent,” Ryan said quickly, and didn’t bother to disguise the chuckle at her quick distress. “A three-month exchange—to our mutual benefit. I’m planning on doing a Cellini exhibit in our New York gallery, and the loan of your Madonna would be a coup for me. In exchange, I’m willing to lend the Institute all three of my Vasaris for the same span of time.”
“You could do the three-styles-of-the-Renaissance exhibit you’ve muttered about for years,” Andrew pointed out.
It was one of her dreams, a full-scale exhibit showcasing the full scope of her field of interest. Art, artifacts, history, documents, all on display, precisely as she chose.
She kept her hands neatly folded to stop herself from pumping a triumphant fist in the air.
“Yes, I suppose I could.” She felt the quick churn of excitement in her gut, but turned placidly to Ryan. “The Vasaris have been authenticated.”
Ryan inclined his head, and both of them pretended not to hear Andrew’s low moan. “Yes, of course. I’ll see that you get copies of the documents before we draft the agreement. And you’ll do the same for me, on the Cellini.”
“I can have them for you today. My assistant can have them messengered to your hotel.”
“Good. I’d appreciate it.”
“Well, I’ll leave you to work out the details.”
But when she rose, he rose with her, and took her hand again. “I wonder if I can impose on you to show me around a bit. Andrew tells me that the labs and restoration facilities are your milieu. I’d very much like to see them.”
“I—”
Before she could excuse herself, Andrew was up and giving her a none too subtle jab in the ribs. “You couldn’t be in better hands. I’ll see you back here in a couple hours, Ryan. Then we’ll check out that clam chowder I promised you.”
“Looking forward to it. . . . My galleries are for the display of art,” he began, keeping Miranda’s hand casually in his as she strode down the corridor to the next wing. “I know next to nothing about the science of it. Do you ever find yourself at odds merging the two?”
“No, without one there wouldn’t be the other.” Realizing her answer had been abrupt, she drew a careful breath. The man made her nervous, nervous enough to show. That would never do. “The Institute was built to house both, you might say celebrate both. As a scientist who studies art, I appreciate that.”
“I was a miserable student of science,” he said, with such a charming smile her lips curved in response.
“I’m sure you had other strong points.”
“I like to think so.”
He was an observant man, and noted carefully the flow of space between wings, the position of the stairs, offices, storerooms, windows. And of course, the security cameras. It was exactly as his information had indicated. Still, he would transcribe the observations into detailed notes later. But for now he simply filed them neatly in his mind while he enjoyed the subtle fragrance of Miranda’s perfume.
Nothing overt for Dr. Jones, he thought. Nothing obviously female. And the woodsy scent he imagined came from soap rather than a delicate bottle suited her, he decided, perfectly.
At the end of a corridor, she turned right, then stopped to slide her key card into a slot beside a gray metal door. A buzzer sounded, locks clicked. Ryan flicked a mild glance upward at the camera.
“Our internal security is tight,” she began. “No one passes into this department without a key or an escort. We often do independent testing for individuals and for other museums.”
She led him into an area much like Standjo, Florence, though on a smaller scale. Technicians worked at computers and microscopes or walked briskly into anterooms with a flap of their lab coat.
She noted a staff member working with a crusted pot, and guided Ryan toward it. “Stanley, what can you tell us about this?”
The tech scratched at his blond moustache, sucked air in through slightly bucked teeth. “Your father sent it from the dig in Utah, along with several other artifacts. This is probably Anasazi, twelfth century, and was used as a cooking vessel.”
He cleared his throat, shooting Miranda a quick glance, and at her nod continued. “The beauty is it’s nearly intact, with only this small chip on the lip.”
“Why a cooking vessel?” Ryan wanted to know, and Stanley blinked.
“The shape, size, thickness.”
“Thank you, Stanley.” Miranda turned back to Ryan, nearly bumped into him, as he’d moved closer when her back was turned. She shifted aside immediately, but not before noting that he had a good two inches on her in height. And that glint in his eyes of amused awareness took his face a step beyond sensual and straight into sexy.
  
She heard the damn ping again.
“We’re primarily an institute for art, but as my father’s interests are in archaeology, we have a section for artifact display, and do quite a bit of testing and dating in that area. It’s not my field. Now this . . .”
She walked over to a cabinet, opened a drawer, and flipped through until she found a small brown bag. She transferred the tiny bits of paint inside onto a slide, then loaded it onto an unoccupied microscope.
“Take a look,” she invited. “Tell me what you see.”
He bent over, adjusted his focus. “Color, shape, interesting in its way—rather like a Pollock painting.” He straightened and fixed those brandy-colored eyes on hers. “What am I looking at, Dr. Jones?”
“A scraping from a Bronzino we’re restoring. The paint is unquestionably sixteenth century. We take a sample for security both before we begin the work and after the work is completed. In this way there’s no doubt we’ve received an authentic work, and no doubt we return the same work to its owners upon completion.”
“How do you know this is sixteenth-century paint?”
“Do you want a science lesson, Mr. Boldari?”
“Ryan—then I can say your name. Miranda’s such a lovely name.” His voice was like warm cream over whiskey and made her itchy. “And I might actually enjoy that science lesson with the right teacher.”
“You’ll have to sign up for a class.”
“Poor students do better with one-on-ones. Have dinner with me tonight.”
“I’m a mediocre teacher.”
“Have dinner with me anyway. We can discuss art and science, and I can tell you about the Vasaris.” He had an urge to lift his hand and play with the messy curls escaping their confinement. She’d jump like a rabbit, he decided. “We’ll call it business if it makes you more at ease.”
“I’m not ill at ease.”
“Well then. I’ll pick you up at seven. You know,” he continued, slipping his hand over hers again. “I’d love to see that Bronzino. I admire the formal purity in his work.”
Before she could calculate how to free her hand, he’d tucked it comfortably through his arm and headed for the door.
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S
he didn’t know why she’d agreed to dinner. Although, when she thought back over the conversation, she hadn’t actually agreed. Which didn’t explain why she was getting dressed to go out.
He was an associate, she reminded herself. The Boldari Gallery had a glossy reputation for elegance and exclusivity. The single time she’d managed to carve out an hour when in New York to visit it, she’d been impressed with the understated grandeur of the building almost as much as the art itself.
It would hardly hurt the Institute for her to help forge a relationship between one of the most glamorous galleries in the country and the Jones organization.
He wanted to have dinner to discuss business. She’d make sure it stayed in the business arena. Even if that smile of his sent little sparks of undiluted lust straight to her gut.
If he wanted to flirt with her, fine. Ping or no ping, flirting didn’t affect her. She wasn’t some impressionable mush brain, after all. Men who looked like Ryan Boldari were born with fully developed flirtation skills.
  
She liked to think she’d been born with an innate immunity to such shallow talents.
He had the most incredible eyes. Eyes that looked at you as if everything but you had simply melted away.
When she realized she’d sighed and closed her own, she muttered under her breath and yanked up the zipper in the back of her dress.
It was only a matter of pride and professional courtesy that she chose to be particular about her appearance this evening. The first time she saw him she’d resembled a scruffy student. Tonight he would see she was a mature, sophisticated woman who’d have no problem handling a man over a meal.
She’d selected a black dress in thin, soft wool scooped low at the bodice, low enough so that the swell of her breasts rose firmly over the straight edge neckline. The sleeves were long and snug, the skirt narrow and fluid to the ankles. She added an excellent, and unquestionably sexy, reproduction of a Byzantine cross. Its ornate vertical stem rested cozily at the hollow of her breasts.
She yanked her hair up, jamming in pins at random. The result was, if she said so herself, carelessly sexy.
It was a good look, she decided, a confident look, and a far cry from the too tall, socially inept nerd she’d been all through college. No one who glanced at this woman would realize she had nerves in her stomach over a simple business dinner, or that she worried she’d run out of intelligent conversation before the appetizers were served.
They would see poise and style, she thought. They—and he—would see exactly what she wanted to be seen.
She grabbed her purse, craned her neck to study her butt in the mirror and assure herself the dress didn’t make it look too big, then headed downstairs.
Andrew was in the front parlor, already into his second whiskey. He lowered the glass when she walked in, and raised his eyebrows high.
“Well. Wow.”
“Andrew, you’re such a poet. Do I look fat in this?”
“There’s never a correct answer to that question. Or if there is, no man has ever found it. Therefore . . .” He raised his glass in toast. “I abstain.”
“Coward.” And because her stomach was far too jittery, she poured herself half a glass of white wine.
“Aren’t you a little slicked up for a business dinner?”
She sipped, let the wine cruise down to dampen some of the butterfly wings. “Aren’t you the one who lectured me for twenty minutes this afternoon on how beneficial a relationship with the Boldari Gallery could be to us?”
“Yeah.” But he narrowed his eyes. Though Andrew didn’t often see his sister as a woman, he was seeing her now. She looked, he thought uncomfortably, staggering. “Did he hit on you?”
“Get a grip on yourself.”
“Did he?”
“No. Not exactly,” she amended. “And if he did, or does, I’m a grown woman who knows how to block the blow or hit back, as the choice may be.”
“Where are you going?”
“I didn’t ask.”
“The roads are still pretty crappy.”
“It’s March in Maine—of course the roads are crappy. Don’t go big brother on me, Andrew.” She patted his cheek when she said it, more relaxed now because he wasn’t. “That must be Ryan,” she added when the doorbell rang. “Behave.”
“For three Vasaris, I’ll behave,” he muttered, but his brow creased as he watched Miranda walk out. Sometimes he forgot how outrageous she could look if she took a little time on it. The fact that she’d obviously taken the time gave him an itch between the shoulder blades.
The itch might have become a burn if he’d seen the way Ryan’s eyes flashed, the way the heat in them simmered, when Miranda opened the door and stood framed in it.
It was a solid punch to the gut, Ryan thought, and one he should have been better prepared for. “You look like something Titian would have painted.” He took her hand, but this time stepped in and brushed his lips over her cheeks—one, then the other, European-style.
  
“Thank you.” She closed the door and resisted the urge to lean back against it to catch her balance. There was something powerful and unnerving about the way her heeled boots made them of a height so that their eyes and mouths were lined up. As they would be, she thought, in bed.
“Andrew’s in the parlor,” she told him. “Would you like to come in for a moment?”
“Yes, I would. You have a fabulous home.” He scanned the foyer, flicked a glance at the staircase as he followed her toward the parlor. “Dramatic and comfortable at the same time. You should commission someone to paint it.”
“My grandfather did an oil of it. It’s not very good, but we’re fond of it. Can I get you a drink?”
“No, nothing. Hello, Andrew.” He offered his hand. “I’m stealing your sister away for the evening, unless you’d like to join us.”
Ryan had played the odds all of his life, but he cursed himself now as he saw Andrew consider the invitation. Though he was unaware that Miranda was making narrow-eyed, threatening faces behind his back, Ryan was relieved when Andrew shook his head.
“I appreciate it, but I’ve got some plans. You two enjoy yourselves.”
“I’ll just get my coat.”
Andrew saw them off, then dragged his own coat out of the closet. His plans had changed. He no longer felt like drinking alone. He preferred getting drunk in company.
 
Miranda pursed her lips as she slid into the back of the limo. “Do you always travel this way?”
“No.” Ryan slipped in beside her, took a single white rose out of a bud vase and offered it. “But I had a yen for champagne I couldn’t indulge if I was driving.” To prove it, he lifted an already opened bottle of Cristal from an ice bucket and poured her a flute.
“Business dinners rarely start with roses and champagne.”
“They should.” He poured his own glass, tapped it to hers. “When they include women with arresting looks. To the beginning of an entertaining relationship.”
“Association,” she corrected, and sipped. “I’ve been in your New York gallery.”
“Really? And what did you think of it?”
“Intimate. Glamorous. A small polished jewel with art as the facets.”
“I’m flattered. Our gallery in San Francisco is airier, more light and space. We focus on contemporary and modern art there. My brother Michael has an eye and an affection for it. I prefer the classic . . . and the intimate.”
His voice rippled softly over her skin. A telling sign and, Miranda thought, a dangerous one. “So Boldari is a family enterprise.”
“Yes, like yours.”
“I doubt it,” she muttered, then moved her shoulders. Make conversation, she reminded herself. She was a confident woman. She could make conversation. “How did you become involved with art?”
“My parents are artists. For the most part they teach, but my mother’s watercolors are glorious. My father sculpts, complicated metal structures no one but Michael seems to understand. But it feeds his soul.”
He kept his eyes on hers as he spoke, directly on hers with a quiet intensity that had insistent sexual jolts dancing over her skin. “And do you paint or sculpt?” she asked.
“No, I haven’t the hands for it, or the soul. It was a huge disappointment to my parents that none of their six children had a talent for creating art.”
“Six.” Miranda blinked as he topped off her glass. “Six children.”
“My mother’s Irish, my father Italian.” He grinned, quick and charming. “What else could they do? I have two brothers, three sisters, and I’m the oldest of the lot. You have the most fascinating hair,” he murmured, twirling a loose lock around his finger. He was right. She jumped. “How do you keep your hands off it?”
“It’s red and unmanageable and if I wouldn’t look like a six-foot azalea, I’d chop it off short.”
  
“It was the first thing I noticed about you.” His gaze slid down, locked on hers again. “Then it was your eyes. You’re made up of bold colors and shapes.”
She struggled to repress the fascinating image of grabbing his lapels and simply yanking their bodies together until they were a tangle of limbs on the backseat. And despite her fight for control, she fidgeted. “Like modern art?”
He chuckled. “No, too much classic practicality for that. I like your looks,” he said when the limo pulled to the curb and stopped. When the door opened, he took her hand to help her out. His mouth nearly grazed her ear. “Let’s see if we like each other’s company.”
 
She couldn’t say when she started to relax. Perhaps it was sometime during her third glass of champagne. She had to admit he was smooth—maybe just a tad too smooth—but it worked. It was a long time since she’d sat across a candlelit table from a man, and when the man had a face that belonged on a Renaissance portrait, it was impossible not to appreciate the moment.
And he listened. He might claim to have been a poor student of science, but he certainly asked questions and appeared interested in the answers. Perhaps he was simply putting her at ease by steering the conversation onto professional ground, but she was grateful for the results.
She couldn’t remember the last time she’d spent an evening talking about her work, and talking of it, she remembered why she loved it.
“It’s the discovery,” she told him. “The study of a piece of art, and finding its history, its individuality, its personality, I suppose.”
“Dissecting it?”
“In a way, yes.” It was so pleasant to sit like this, in the cozy warmth of the restaurant with a fire blazing nearby and the cold dark sea just outside the window. “The paint itself, then the brushstrokes, the subject, the purpose. All the parts of it that can be studied and analyzed to give the answers.”
  
“And you don’t feel, in the end, the answer is simply the art itself?”
“Without the history, and the analysis, it’s just a painting.”
“When something’s beautiful, it’s enough. If I was to analyze your face, I’d take your eyes, the bold summer blue of them, the intelligence in them, the hint of sadness. And the suspicion,” he added with a smile. “Your mouth, soft, wide, reluctant to smile. Your cheekbones, sharp, aristocratic. Your nose, slim, elegant. Separate the features, study, analyze, I’d still come to the conclusion that you’re a stunning woman. And I can do that by just sitting back and appreciating the whole.”
She toyed with her scrod, struggling not to be overly flattered or charmed. “That was clever.”
“I’m a clever man, and you don’t trust me.”
Her gaze lifted to his again. “I don’t know you.”
“What else can I tell you? I come from a big, loud, ethnic family, grew up in New York, studied, without a great deal of enthusiasm, at Columbia. Then because I’m not artistic, shifted into the business of art. I’ve never married, which displeases my mother—enough that I once considered it seriously, and briefly.”
She arched a brow. “And rejected it?”
“At that particular time, with that particular woman. We lacked a spark.” He leaned closer, for the pleasure of her, and because he enjoyed the cautious awareness that came into her eyes when he did. “Do you believe in sparks, Miranda?”
Sparks, she imagined, were cousins to pings. “I believe they fuel initial attraction, but sparks die out and aren’t enough for the long haul.”
“You’re cynical,” he decided. “I’m a romantic. You analyze and I appreciate. That’s an interesting combination, don’t you think?”
She moved her shoulder, discovering she wasn’t quite so relaxed any longer. He had her hand again, just playing with her fingers on the table. He had a habit of touching she wasn’t used to, and one that made her all too aware of sparks.
Sparks, she reminded herself, made a pretty light. But they could also burn.
Being this quickly, and outrageously, attracted to him was dangerous, and it was illogical. It had everything to do with glands and nothing to do with intellect.
Therefore, she concluded, it could and would be controlled.
“I don’t understand romantics. They make decisions based on feelings rather than fact.” Andrew was a romantic, she thought, and hurt for him. “Then they’re surprised when those decisions turn out to be mistakes.”
“But we have so much more fun than cynics.” And he, he realized, was much more attracted to her than he’d anticipated. Not just her looks, he decided as their plates were cleared. It was that leading edge of practicality, of pragmatism. One he found it hard to resist buffing away.
And yes, the big sad eyes.
“Dessert?” he asked her.
“No, I couldn’t. It was a lovely meal.”
“Coffee?”
“It’s too late for coffee.”
He grinned, absolutely charmed. “You’re an orderly woman, Miranda. I like that about you.” Still watching her, he signaled for the bill. “Why don’t we take a walk? You can show me the waterfront.”
 
“Jones Point’s a safe city,” she began when they strolled in the icy wind that whipped off the water. The limo followed them at a crawl, a fact that both amused and staggered her. However much wealth she’d come from, no Jones would ever hire a limo to pace them as they walked. “It’s very walkable. There are several parks. They’re gorgeous in the spring and summer. Shade trees, banks of flowers. You’ve never been here before?”
“No. Your family’s lived here for generations?”
“Yes. There have always been Joneses in Jones Point.”
“Is that why you live here?” His gloved fingers tangled with hers, leather sliding over leather. “Because it’s expected?”
“No. It’s where I come from, where I am.” It was difficult to explain, even to herself, how deep her roots were sunk in that rocky New England soil. “I enjoy traveling, but this is where I want to be when it’s time to come home.”
“Then tell me about Jones Point.”
“It’s quiet and settled. The city itself grew from a fishing village into a community with emphasis on culture and tourism. A number of residents still make their living from the sea. What we call the waterfront is actually along Commercial Street. Lobstering is profitable—the packing plant ships all over the world.”
“Have you ever done it?”
“What?”
“Gone lobstering.”
“No.” She smiled a little. “I can see the boats and buoys from the cliffs behind the house. I like to watch them.”
Observe rather than participate, he thought.
“This area is Old Port,” she continued. “You’ll find a lot of galleries in this part of town. You might be interested in visiting some of them before you leave.”
“I might.”
“The city shows best in the spring, when you can make use of the parks and beaches. There are some beautiful stretches of marsh and sand, views of Miracle Bay and the islands. But in dead winter, it can be a postcard. The pond freezes in Atlantic Park, and people come to ice-skate.”
“Do you?” He slipped an arm around her shoulder to block her from the edge of the wind. Their bodies bumped. “Skate.”
“Yes.” Her blood simmered; her throat went dry. “It’s excellent exercise.”
He laughed, and just beyond the circle of light tossed out by a streetlamp, turned her to him. Now his hands were on her shoulders, and the wind at his back streamed through his hair. “So it’s for the exercise, not for the fun.”
“I enjoy it. It’s too late in the year for skating now.”
  
He could feel her nerves, the shimmer of them under his hands. Intrigued by them, he drew her a little closer. “And how do you get your exercise this late in the year?”
“I walk a lot. Swim when I can.” Her pulse was beginning to jump, a sensation she knew she couldn’t trust. “It’s too cold to stand.”
“Then why don’t we consider this an exercise in sharing body heat.” He hadn’t intended to kiss her—eventually yes, of course—but not this soon. Still, he hadn’t lied when he told her he was a romantic. And the moment simply called for it.
He brushed his lips over hers, testing, his eyes open as hers were. The wariness in hers caused his lips to curve as he tasted her a second time. He was a man who believed in practicing until he was skilled in a matter he enjoyed. He was very skilled in the matter of women and patiently warmed her lips with his until hers softened, parted, until her lashes fluttered down and she sighed quietly into his mouth.
Maybe it was foolish, but what could it hurt? The little war of reason in her head faded to whispers as sensation layered over. His mouth was firm and persuasive, his body long and hard. He tasted faintly of the wine they’d shared and was just as arousingly foreign and rich.
She found herself leaning into him, her hands clutching at his coat at the waist. And her mind went blank with pleasure.
Suddenly his hands were cupping her face, the cold, smooth leather of his gloves a shock to her dreaming brain. Her eyes opened to find his narrowed on her face, with an intensity burning in them the easy kiss didn’t warrant.
“Let’s try that again.”
This time his mouth was rough and hot, plundering hers until her head roared with sounds like the sea below the cliffs of her home. There was demand here, and the arrogant certainty it would be answered. Even as her mind lurched back, bent on refusing, her mouth answered.
He knew what it was to want. He’d wanted a great deal in his life, and had made it his business to see his desires were met. Wanting her was acceptable, even expected. But wanting her now, this forcibly, was dangerous. Even a man who gambled by choice knew to avoid unwinnable risks.
Still, he lingered long enough to be certain he would spend a very uncomfortable night, alone. He couldn’t afford to seduce her, to take her back to his bed. There was work to be done, and the timing was already set. Most of all, he couldn’t afford to care for her. Growing attached to a pawn was a certain way to lose the game.
He never lost.
He held her away, skimming his gaze over her face. Her cheeks were flushed, from the cold and the heat. Her eyes were clouded still with a passion he imagined had surprised her as much as him. She shivered as he stroked his hands down to her shoulders again. And she said nothing.
“I should take you home.” However much he cursed himself, his smile was smooth and easy.
“Yes.” She wanted to sit, to steady herself. To think again. “It’s getting late.”
“Another minute,” he murmured, “it would have been too late.” Taking her hand, he led her to the waiting limo. “Do you get to New York often?”
“Now and again.” The heat seemed to be centered in a ball in her gut. The rest of her was cold, viciously cold.
“You’ll let me know when your plans take you there. And I’ll adjust mine.”
“All right,” she heard herself say, and didn’t feel foolish at all.
 
She sang in the shower. It was something she never did. She didn’t have to be told she had a dreadful voice, when she could hear it for herself. But this morning she belted out “Making Whoopee.” She had no idea why that tune was lodged in her head—had no idea she even knew the lyrics—but she gurgled them as water sluiced over her head.
She was still humming when she dried off.
Bending from the waist, she wrapped a towel around her mass of hair, swinging her hips as she did so. She was no better at dancing, though she knew all the proper steps. The members of the art council who had guided her through her rigid waltzes would have been shocked to see the cool Dr. Jones bumping and grinding around her efficient bathroom.
She giggled at the thought of it, a sound so unprecedented she had to stop and catch her breath. She realized with a kind of jolt that she was happy. Really happy. That too was a rare thing. Content she often was, involved, satisfied, or challenged. But she knew simple happiness often eluded her.
It was marvelous to feel it now.
And why shouldn’t she? She slipped into a practical terry robe and smoothed her arms and legs with quietly scented body cream. She was interested in a very appealing man, and he was interested in her. He enjoyed her company, appreciated her work, found her attractive on both a physical and an intellectual plane.
He wasn’t intimidated, as so many were, by her position or her personality. He was charming, successful—to say nothing of gorgeous—and he’d been civilized enough not to press an obvious advantage and attempt to lure her into bed.
Would she have gone? Miranda wondered as she briskly dried off the foggy mirror. Normally the answer would have been a firm no. She didn’t indulge in reckless affairs with men she barely knew. She didn’t indulge in affairs period for that matter. It had been over two years since she’d had a lover, and that had ended so miserably she’d resolved to avoid even casual relationships.
But last night . . . Yes, she thought she could have been persuaded. Against her better judgment she could have been swayed. But he had respected her enough not to ask.
She continued to hum as she dressed for the day, choosing a wool suit with a short skirt and long jacket in a flattering shade of steel blue. She took care with her makeup, then let her hair tumble as it chose. In a last act of female defiance against the elements, she slipped into impractical heels.
She left for work in the chilly dark, and was still singing.
  
• • •
Andrew awoke with the mother of all hangovers. Not being able to stand his own whimpering, he tried to smother himself with pillows. Survival was stronger than misery, and he burst up, gasping for air and grabbing his head to keep it from falling off his shoulders.
Then he let go, praying it would.
He inched out of bed. As a scientist he knew it wasn’t possible for his bones to actually shatter, but he was afraid they might defy the laws of physics and do just that.
It was Annie’s fault, he decided. She’d gotten just annoyed enough with him the night before to let him drink himself blind. He’d counted on her to cut him off, as she usually did. But no, she kept slapping those drinks in front of him, every time he called for one.
He dimly remembered her shoving him into a cab and saying something pithy about hoping he was sick as three dogs.
She’d gotten her wish, he thought as he stumbled downstairs. If he felt any worse, he’d be dead.
When he saw there was already coffee, brewed and waiting, he nearly wept with love and gratitude for his sister. With hands that fumbled and trembled, he shook out four extra-strength Excedrin and washed them down with coffee that scalded his mouth.
Never again, he promised himself, pressing his fingers to his throbbing, bloodshot eyes. He would never drink to excess again. Even as he vowed, the slick longing for just one glass shuddered through him. Just one glass to steady his hands, to settle his stomach.
He refused it, telling himself there was a difference between overindulging and alcoholism. If he took a drink at seven A.M., he’d be an alcoholic. At seven P.M. now, it was fine. He could wait. He would wait. Twelve hours.
The ringing of the doorbell split through his skull like a keen-edged blade. He very nearly screamed. Instead of answering, he sat at the long trestle table there in the kitchen, laid his head down, and prayed for oblivion.
  
He’d nearly dozed off when the back door opened, letting in a frigid blast of air and an angry woman.
“I thought you’d be curled up somewhere feeling sorry for yourself.” Annie set a grocery bag on the counter, slapped her hands on her hips, and scowled at him. “Look at you, Andrew. A pitiful mess. Half naked, unshaven, bloodshot, and smelly. Go take a shower.”
He lifted his head to blink at her. “I don’t wanna.”
“Go take a shower while I fix your breakfast.” When he tried to lower his head again, she simply took a handful of his hair and dragged it up again. “You’re getting just what you deserve.”
“Jesus, Annie, you’re going to yank my head off.”
“And you’d feel considerably better if I could. You get your skinny butt out of that chair and go clean up—and use some industrial-strength mouthwash. You need it.”
“Christ Almighty. What the hell are you doing here?” He hadn’t thought there was room for embarrassment in the rage of the hangover, but he’d been wrong. He could feel the flush—a curse of his coloring—work up his bare chest toward his face. “Go away.”
“I sold you the liquor.” She let his hair go, and his head fell back onto the table with a thunk that made him howl. “You made me mad, so I let you keep drinking. So I’m going to fix you a decent breakfast, see that you get yourself cleaned up and go to work. Now go take a shower, or I’ll take you up and toss you in the tub myself.”
“Okay, okay.” Anything was better than having her nag at him. With what dignity he could muster in his boxer shorts, he rose. “I don’t want anything to eat.”
“You’ll eat what I fix you.” She turned to the counter and began unloading the bag. “Now get out of here. You smell like the floor of a second-class bar.”
She waited until she heard him shuffle away, then closed her eyes and leaned on the counter.
Oh, he’d looked so pathetic. So sad and sick and silly. She’d wanted to cuddle him, to soothe, to stroke all those poisons out of him. Poisons, she thought guiltily, she’d sold him because she was angry.
  
It wasn’t the liquor, not really, she thought. It was his heart, and she just didn’t know how to reach it.
She wondered if she could if she only cared about him a little less.
She heard the pipes clunk as he ran the shower, and it made her smile. He was so much like this house, she thought. A little threadbare, a little damaged, but surprisingly sturdy under it all.
He just couldn’t see that Elise, for all her brains and beauty, hadn’t been right for him. They’d made a stunning couple, bright and brilliant, but that was all surface. She hadn’t understood his foundation, his need for sweetness, and the ache in his heart that came from not believing himself worthy of love.
He needed tending.
That she could do, Annie decided, pushing up her sleeves. If nothing else, she could bully him into finding his feet again.
Friends, she told herself, stood by friends.
The kitchen was full of homey scents when he came back. If it had been anyone but Annie, he might have locked himself in his room. The shower had helped, and the pills had shoved the worst of the hangover away. The edges of it were still churning in his stomach and rolling in his head, but he thought he could manage now.
He cleared his throat, worked up a smile. “Smells great.”
“Sit down,” she told him without turning.
“Okay. I’m sorry, Annie.”
“No need to apologize to me. You should apologize to yourself. That’s who’s being hurt here.”
“I’m sorry anyway.” He looked down at the bowl she put in front of him. “Oatmeal?”
“It’ll stick to you, coat your stomach.”
“Mrs. Patch used to make me eat oatmeal,” he said, thinking of the sharp stick of a woman who’d cooked for them when he was a boy. “Every day before school, fall, winter, and spring.”
“Mrs. Patch knew what was good for you.”
  
“She used to put a little maple syrup in it.”
Feeling her lips twitch, Annie reached into a cupboard. She knew his kitchen as well as her own. She set the bottle of syrup in front of him, and added a plate of hot toasted bread. “Eat.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He took the first bite cautiously, uncertain anything would stay down. “It’s good. Thanks.”
When she saw he was making headway, and his color was no longer sickly gray, she sat across from him. Friends stood by friends, she thought again. And they were honest with each other.
“Andrew, you’ve got to stop doing this to yourself.”
“I know. I shouldn’t have had so much to drink.”
She reached out, touched his hand. “If you take one drink, you’re going to take the next, and the next.”
Annoyed, he jerked his shoulders. “Nothing wrong with a drink now and then. Nothing wrong with getting drunk now and then.”
“There is when you’re an alcoholic.”
“I’m not.”
She sat back. “I run a bar and I was married to a drunk. I know the signs. There’s a difference between someone who has a couple too many and someone who can’t stop.”
“I can stop.” He picked up the coffee she’d poured him. “I’m not drinking now, am I? I don’t drink at work—and I don’t let it affect my work. I don’t get drunk every night.”
“But you drink every night.”
“So does half the goddamn world. What’s the difference between a couple glasses of wine with dinner and a shot or two in the evening?”
“You’ll have to figure that out for yourself. The way I did. We were both half drunk the night we . . .” It hurt to say it. She thought she’d been ready, but it hurt and she couldn’t say it after all.
“Christ, Annie.” Remembering had him raking a hand through his hair, wishing the ball of shame and guilt hadn’t just dropped into his gut. “We were just kids.”
“We were old enough to make a baby between us. Temporarily.” She pressed her lips together. No matter what it cost she would get at least part of it out. “We were stupid, and we were innocent, and we were irresponsible. I’ve accepted that.” Oh God, she tried to accept that. “But it taught me what you can lose, what it can do if you don’t stay in control. You’re not in control, Andrew.”
“One night fifteen years ago doesn’t have anything to do with now.” The minute the words were out, the minute he saw the way her body jerked back, he regretted it. “I didn’t mean it like that, Annie. Not that it didn’t matter. I just—”
“Don’t.” Her voice was cool now and distant. “Just don’t. We’re better off when we pretend it never happened. I only brought it up because you can’t seem to see the difference. You were only seventeen, but you already had a drinking problem. I didn’t. I don’t. You’ve managed to get through most of your life without letting it take over. Now you’ve crossed the line. It’s starting to rule you, Andrew, and you have to take back the controls. I’m telling you this as a friend.” She rose, cupped his face in her hands. “Don’t come in my place anymore. I won’t serve you.”
“Come on, Annie—”
“You can come for conversation, but don’t come for a drink because I won’t give it to you.”
She turned, picked up her coat, and hurried out.
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R
yan wandered the south gallery, admiring the use of light, the flow of space. The Joneses knew their business, he mused. The displays were elegantly arranged, the educational plaques discreet and informative.
He listened with half an ear as a blue-haired woman with a sharp Down East accent led a small tour to one of Raphael’s magnificent Madonnas.
Another tour, a bit larger and quite a bit noisier, was composed of schoolchildren and led by a perky brunette. They were heading off to the Impressionists, much to Ryan’s relief.
Not that he didn’t like children. The fact was his nieces and nephews were a great source of delight and amusement for him. He took pleasure in spoiling them outrageously as often as possible. But children tended to be a distraction during work hours. Ryan was very much at work.
The guards were unobtrusive, but there were plenty of them. He noted their stations, and judged by one uniform’s surreptitious glance at his watch that they were nearing change of shift.
He appeared to wander aimlessly, stopping here and there to study a painting, a sculpture, or a display of artifacts. In his mind he counted off paces. From the doorway to the camera in the southwest corner, from the camera to the archway, from the archway to the next camera, and from there to his goal.
He lingered no longer in front of the display case than any art lover might when studying the rare beauty of a fifteenth-century bronze. The bronze David was a small jewel, young, cocky, slender, his sling whipped back at that historic moment of truth.
Though the artist was unknown, the style was Leonardo’s. And as the plaque indicated, it was assumed to be the work of one of his students.
Ryan’s client was a particular fan of Leonardo’s, and had commissioned for this particular piece after seeing it in the Institute six months before.
Ryan thought his client would be very happy, and sooner rather than later. He’d decided to move up his own schedule. It was, he thought, wiser to move along, and away before he made a mistake with Miranda. He was already feeling a little sorry that he would cause her some inconvenience and annoyance.
But, after all, she was insured. And the bronze was hardly the best piece the Institute possessed.
If he was choosing for himself, he’d have taken the Cellini, or perhaps the Titian woman who reminded him of Miranda. But the pocket-sized bronze was his client’s choice. And it would be an easier job than either the Cellini or the Titian.
Due to his own unplanned reaction to Miranda, he’d spent a productive hour or two, after taking her home and changing out of his dinner suit, in the tube-sized crawl space beneath the Institute. There, as he’d already known, was the wiring for the building’s security system. Alarms, cameras, sensors.
All he’d needed was his laptop and a little time to reset the main to his personal specifications. He hadn’t diddled with much. Most of the work would be done in a few hours, but a few judicious changes would make his job easier in the long run.
He completed his measurements, then, following his schedule, executed the first test. He smiled at the blue-haired lady, edging just past her group. With his hands in his pockets, he studied a shadowy painting of the Annunciation. Once he had the small mechanism in hand, he ran his thumb over the controls until he felt the proper button. The camera was directly to his right.
He smiled at the Virgin when he saw, out of the corner of his eye, the tiny red light on the camera blink out.
God, he loved technology.
In his other pocket, he depressed the stem of a stopwatch. And waited.
He judged nearly two minutes passed before the nearest guard’s walkie-talkie beeped. Ryan clicked the stopwatch again, unjammed the camera with his other hand, and strolled over to study the sad and baffled face of Saint Sebastian.
More than satisfied, Ryan walked out of the gallery and stepped outside to use his cell phone.
“Dr. Jones’s office. May I help you?”
“I hope you can.” The wifty little voice of Miranda’s assistant made him grin. “Is Dr. Jones available? Ryan Boldari calling.”
“One moment, Mr. Boldari.”
Ryan stepped back out of the wind while he waited. He liked the look of downtown, he decided, the variety of architecture, the granite and the brick. He’d passed a dignified statue of Longfellow in his wanderings, and found that it and the other statues and monuments added to an interesting city.
Perhaps he preferred New York, the pace and the demand there. But he didn’t think he’d mind spending a bit more time right here. Some other time, of course. It was never wise to linger long after a job was completed.
“Ryan?” Her voice sounded slightly breathless. “Sorry I kept you waiting.”
“I don’t mind. I’ve just taken a busman’s holiday and wandered through your galleries.” Best that she know, as it was likely they’d be reviewing tapes the following day.
“Oh. I wish you’d told me you were coming. I’d have taken you around myself.”
“I didn’t want to keep you from your work. But I wanted to tell you I believe my Vasaris are going to have a wonderful temporary home. You should come to New York and see where your Cellini will be staying.”
He hadn’t meant to say that. Damn it. He shifted the phone to his other hand, reminding himself some distance would be required for a time.
“I might do that. Would you like to come up? I can have you cleared.”
“I would but I have some appointments I couldn’t reschedule. I’d hoped to take you to lunch, but I can’t blow these meetings off. I’m going to be tied up the rest of the day, but wondered if you’d have lunch with me tomorrow.”
“I’m sure I can schedule it in. What time works for you?”
“The sooner the better. I want to see you, Miranda.” He could imagine her sitting in her office, perhaps wearing a lab coat over some bulky sweater. Oh yes, he wanted to see her, a great deal of her. “How about noon?”
He heard papers rustle. Checking her calendar, he thought, and for some reason found that delightful. “Yes, noon’s fine. Um, the documentation on your Vasaris just came across my desk. You work quickly.”
“Beautiful women shouldn’t have to wait. I’ll see you tomorrow. I’ll think of you tonight.”
He broke the connection and suffered a very rare sensation. He recognized it as guilt only because he couldn’t actually recall experiencing it before. Certainly not when it came to women or work.
“Can’t be helped,” he said softly, and replaced his cell phone. As he strode toward the parking lot, he took out his stopwatch. One hundred and ten seconds.
Time enough. More than time enough.
He glanced up toward the window where he knew Miranda’s office to be. There’d be time for that too. Eventually. But professional obligations came first. He was sure a woman of her practical nature would agree.
 
Ryan spent the next several hours locked in his suite. He’d ordered up a quick lunch, turned the stereo on to a classical station, and spread out his notes for review.
He had the blueprints for the Institute anchored on the conference table with the salt and pepper shakers and the tiny bottles of mustard and ketchup that had come on his room service tray.
The schematics of the security system were on the screen of his laptop. He nibbled on a french fry, sipped Evian, and studied.
The blueprints had been easy enough to access. Contacts and cash could access nearly everything. He was also very handy with a computer. It was a skill he’d developed and honed while still in high school.
His mother had insisted he learn how to type—because you just never knew—but he’d had more interesting things to do with a keyboard than hammer out correspondence.
He’d built the laptop he carried with him himself, and had added a number of bonuses that weren’t strictly legal. Then again, neither was his profession.
The Boldari Galleries were completely aboveboard, and were now self-financed and earned a nice, comfortable profit. But they had been built on funds he’d accumulated over the years, beginning as a nimble-fingered, fast-thinking boy on the streets of New York.
Some people were born artists, others were born accountants. Ryan had been born a thief.
Initially he’d picked pockets and lifted trinkets because money was tight. After all, art teachers weren’t raking in dough, and there were a lot of mouths to feed in the Boldari household.
Later, he shifted into second-story work because, well, he was good at it, and it was exciting. He could still remember his first foray into a dark, sleeping home. The quiet, the tension, the thrill of being somewhere he had no business being, the initial edginess that swam up with the possibility of being caught had added to the kick of it all.
Like having sex in some odd public place, in broad daylight. With another man’s wife.
Since he had a strict code against adultery, he limited that wired sensation to stealing.
Nearly twenty years later, he would feel that same thrill each time he lifted a lock and slipped into a secured building.
He fined his craft down and for more than a decade had specialized in art. He had a feel for art, a love of it, and in his heart considered it public domain. If he slipped a painting out of the Smithsonian—and he had—he was simply providing a service to an individual for which he was well paid.
And with his fee he acquired more art to put on display at his galleries for public view and enjoyment.
It seemed to balance things out nicely.
Since he had a flair for electronics and gadgets, why shouldn’t he put them to use along with his God-given gift for larceny?
Turning to his laptop, he logged in the measurements he’d taken in the South Gallery, and brought up the three-dimensional floor plan on-screen. Camera positions were highlighted in red. With a few keystrokes, he requested the machine to calculate the angles, the distance and best approach.
He was, he thought, a long way from his cat burglar days when he would case a home, climb through a window, and creep around stuffing glitters in a bag. That aspect of the profession was for the young, the reckless, or the foolish. And in these unsettled times, too many people had guns in their homes and shot at anything that moved in the night.
He preferred avoiding trigger-happy homeowners.
Better to put the age of technology to use, do the job quick, clean, and tidy, and move on.
As a matter of habit, he checked the batteries in his pocket jammer. It was of his own design, and fashioned of parts cannibalized from a TV remote control, a cell phone, and a pager.
  
Once he studied the security system of a mark—which Andrew had been kind enough to show him—he could easily adjust the range and frequency to apply after he’d jury-rigged the system at its source. His test late that morning had proven he’d been successful in that area.
Gaining entrance had been more problematic. If he worked with a partner, one could work the computer in the crawl space to bypass locks. He worked alone, and needed the jammer for the cameras.
Locks were a relatively simple matter. He’d accessed the schematics of the security system weeks ago, and had finally cracked it. After spending two nights on the scene, he’d earmarked the side door and had forged a key card.
The security code itself had again come courtesy of Andrew. It was amazing to Ryan what information people carried around in their wallets. The numbers and sequence had been written neatly on a folded piece of paper tucked behind Andrew’s driver’s license. It had taken Ryan seconds to lift the wallet, moments to flip through, find the numbers and memorize them, and nothing more than a friendly pat on the back to slide the wallet back into Andrew’s pocket.
Ryan figured the job had taken him approximately seventy-two hours of work to prep; adding the hour it would take to execute, and deducting his outlay and expenses, he would see a profit of eighty-five thousand.
Nice work if you can get it, he thought, and tried not to regret that this was his last adventure. He’d given his word on that, and he never went back on a promise. Not to family.
He checked the time, noted he had eight hours before curtain. He spent the first of them dealing with any evidence, burning the blueprints in the cheerful fireplace his suite provided, locking all of his electronics in a reinforced case, then adding additional paths and passwords to his computer work to tuck it away safely.
That left him time for a workout, a steam, a swim, and a short nap. He believed in being alert in mind and body before breaking and entering.
• • •
  
Just past six, Miranda sat alone in her office to compose a letter she preferred typing herself. Though she and Andrew essentially ran the Institute, it was still standard procedure for both of their parents to be informed of, and to approve, any loan or transfer of art.
She intended to make the letter crisp and businesslike and was willing to work on it word by word until it was as stringent as vinegar, just as unfriendly, but viciously professional.
She thought the vinegar would go very well with the crow her mother would soon be sampling.
She’d completed the first draft and was beginning the refinements when the phone rang.
“New England Institute, Dr. Jones.”
“Miranda, thank God I caught you.”
“Excuse me.” Annoyed at the clicking, she shifted the phone and tugged off her earring. “Who’s calling?”
“It’s Giovanni.”
“Giovanni?” She scanned her desk clock, calculated time. “It’s after midnight there. Is something wrong?”
“Everything’s wrong. It’s a disaster. I didn’t dare call you earlier, but I felt you had to know, as soon as possible, before . . . before morning.”
Her heart jerked once, brutally hard, and the earring she’d removed fell to bounce musically on her desk. “My mother? Has something happened to my mother?”
“Yes—no. She’s well, she’s not hurt. I’m sorry. I’m upset.”
“It’s all right.” To calm herself she closed her eyes, took deep, quiet breaths. “Just tell me what’s happened.”
“The bronze, the Fiesole bronze. It’s a fake.”
“That’s ridiculous.” She sat straight up, her voice snapping out. “Of course it’s not a fake. Who says so?”
“The results came back earlier today from the tests taken in Rome. Arcana-Jasper Laboratories. Dr. Ponti oversaw the testing. You know his work?”
“Yes, of course. You have bad information, Giovanni.”
“I tell you, I saw the results myself. Dr. Standford-Jones called me in, along with Richard and Elise, as we were on the original team. She even raked Vincente. She’s furious, Miranda, and humiliated and not a little sick. The bronze is fake. It was probably cast no more than months ago, if that. The formula was right for the metal, even the patina was perfect, and could have been mistaken.”
“I didn’t mistake anything,” she insisted, but could feel crab claws of panic crawling up her spine.
“The corrosion levels were wrong, all wrong. I don’t know how we missed it, Miranda, but they were wrong. Some attempt had been made to create them in the metal, but it wasn’t successful.”
“You saw the results, the computer photos, the X rays.”
“I know it. I told your mother this, but . . .”
“But what, Giovanni?”
“She asked me who took the X rays, who programmed the computer. Who ran the radiation tests. Cara, I’m sorry.”
“I understand.” She was numb now, her mind clouding. “It’s my responsibility. I took the tests, I wrote the reports.”
“If it hadn’t been for the leak to the press, we could have swept this under the rug, at least part of it.”
“Ponti could be wrong.” She rubbed her hand over her mouth. “He could be wrong. I didn’t miss something as basic as corrosion levels. I need to think about this, Giovanni. I appreciate you telling me.”
“I hate to ask, Miranda, but I must if I hope to keep my position. Your mother can’t know I spoke with you about this, spoke with you at all. I believe she intends to contact you in the morning herself.”
“Don’t worry, I won’t mention your name. I can’t talk now. I need to think.”
“All right. I’m sorry, so sorry.”
Slowly, deliberately, she replaced the receiver and sat, still as a stone, staring at nothing. She struggled to bring all the data back into her mind, to make order of it, to see it again as clearly as she had in Florence. But there was nothing but a buzzing that made her give in and drop her head between her knees.
  
A fake? It couldn’t be. It wasn’t possible. Her breath came short, making it impossible to fill her lungs. Then her fingertips began to tingle as the numbness passed and the shaking began.
She’d been careful, she assured herself. She’d been thorough. She’d been accurate. Her heart thudded so painfully she pressed the heel of her hand against her sternum.
Oh God, she hadn’t been careful enough, thorough enough, accurate enough.
Had her mother been right? Despite all her claims to the contrary, had she made up her mind about the bronze the moment she’d seen it?
Wanted it, she admitted, and lifted her head to lean back in the chair in the slow, deliberate movement of the aged or ill. She’d wanted it to be real, wanted to know that she’d held something that important, that precious and rare in her hands.
Arrogance, Elizabeth had called it. Her arrogance and her ambition. Had she let that cockiness, that wanting, that thirst for approval cloud her judgment and affect her work?
No, no, no. She fisted her hands, pressed them against her eyes. She’d seen the pictures, the radiation results, the chemical tests. Studied them. They were fact, and fact didn’t lie. Every test had proven her belief. There had to be a mistake, but she hadn’t made it.
Because if she had, she thought, and lowered her fists to the desk, it was worse than failure. No one would trust her again. She wouldn’t even trust herself.
She closed her eyes, laid her head back.
That was how Andrew found her twenty minutes later.
“I saw your light. I was working late myself, and . . .” He trailed off, pausing at the doorway. She was pale as water, and when she opened her eyes they were too dark, too bright, and too blank. “Hey, are you sick?”
Though illness made him nervous, he crossed the room to lay a palm to her brow. “You’re cold.” Instinctively he took her hands between his and began to rub. “You’ve got a chill or something. I’ll take you home. You should lie down.”
  
“Andrew . . .” She was going to have to say it, say it out loud. And her throat was raw on the words. “The Dark Lady. It’s fake.”
“What?” He’d begun to pat her head. Now his hand froze there. “The bronze? In Florence?”
“The retesting. The results are in. The corrosion growth is wrong, the radiation figures are wrong. Ponti, in Rome. He supervised the tests himself.”
He sat on the edge of the desk, knowing brotherly head pats were not going to soothe this sickness away. “How do you know?”
“Giovanni—he just called. He wasn’t supposed to. If Mother finds out she could fire him for it.”
“Okay.” Giovanni wasn’t his concern at the moment. “Are you sure his information’s accurate?”
“I don’t want to think so.” She crossed her arms over her chest, digging her fingers into her biceps. Squeezing, releasing, squeezing, releasing. “He wouldn’t have contacted me otherwise. Mother called him and Elise and Richard Hawthorne in to tell them. Vincente too. I imagine she blasted them. They’re going to say I screwed up.” Her voice broke, causing her to shake her head fiercely as if to deny the emotion. “Just as she predicted.”
“Did you?”
She opened her mouth to deny that too, just as fiercely. But closed it again, pressing her lips together. Control, she ordered herself. At the very least she needed control. “I don’t see how. I ran the tests. I followed procedure. I documented the results. But I wanted it, Andrew, maybe I wanted it too much.”
“I’ve never known you to let what you want get in the way of what is.” He couldn’t stand to see her look so stricken. Of the two of them, she’d always been the stronger. Both of them had counted on it. “Could there have been some technical glitch, faulty equipment?”
She nearly laughed. “We’re talking about Elizabeth’s pride and joy here, Andrew.”
“Machines break down.”
“Or the people inputting data into those machines make mistakes. Ponti’s team could have made one.” She pushed away from the desk now, and though her legs trembled, began to pace. “It’s no more far-fetched than my making one. I need to see my data again, and the results. I need to see his. I need to see The Dark Lady.”
“You’ll need to talk to her.”
“I know.” She stopped, turned to the window, but saw only the dark. “I’d call her now if it wouldn’t damage Giovanni’s confidence. I’d rather get it over with than wait until she contacts me.”
“You were always one to take your medicine in one gulp. I’m a big believer in putting off forever what you don’t want to face today.”
“There’s no avoiding it. When the results are made public, it’s going to ripple down. I’ll be either a fool or a fraud, and one’s as bad as the other. Vincente will find some spin to put on it, but it won’t stop the press. She was right about that. It’ll affect Standjo, her, me.” She turned back to face him. “It’s going to affect the Institute.”
“We can handle it.”
“This is my mess, Andrew. Not yours.”
He walked over, put his hands on her shoulder. “No.” He said it simply, and had tears burning the backs of her eyes. “We’ll stand together, just like always.”
She let out a breath, leaned into him and let herself be comforted. But she thought their mother might give her no choice. If it came down to the Institute or her daughter, there was no doubt in Miranda’s mind which would take precedence.
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T
he midnight wind was bitter as a scorned woman and just as bad-tempered. Ryan didn’t mind it. He found it invigorating as he walked the three crosstown blocks from where he’d parked his car.
Everything he needed was under his coat in pouches and pockets or in the small briefcase he carried. If the cops stopped him for some reason, and took a look, he’d be in a cage before he could exercise his civil right for a phone call. But that was just part of the thrill.
God, he would miss it, he thought, and strode along with the eager step of a man hurrying to meet a lover. The planning stage was over, and so was that aspect of his life. Now the execution was approaching, his last. He wanted to file every detail in his mind so that when he was a very old man with grandchildren at his feet, he could bring back this young and vital feeling of power.
He scanned the streets. The trees were bare and shivering in the wind, the traffic was spotty, the moon faded to a hint of shape by the city lights and the drifting clouds. He passed a bar where a blue neon martini glass winked in the window, and smiled. He might just slip in for a drink after work. A small toast to the end of an era seemed appropriate.
He crossed the street at the light, a law-abiding citizen who wouldn’t dream of jaywalking. At least not when he was in possession of burglary tools.
He saw the Institute up ahead, a majestic silhouette of good Yankee granite. It pleased him that his last job would be to break into such a proud and dignified old building.
The windows were dark but for the glow of security lights in the lobby. He thought it was odd, and really rather sweet, that people left on lights to keep thieves at bay. A good one could steal in broad daylight as easily as under the cover of dark.
And he was very good.
His gaze swept up and down the street before he checked his watch. His stakeouts had given him the pattern of police cruisers in the area. Unless there was a call for one, he had a good fifteen minutes before a black-and-white would pass this way.
He crossed to the south side of the building, keeping his gait brisk but unhurried. His long coat gave him the illusion of bulk, the snappy fedora shadowed his face, and the hair beneath it was now a dignified and rather dapper steel gray.
Anyone taking notice of him would see a middle-aged businessman, slightly overweight.
He was still two yards from the door, and out of range of the camera, when he took his jammer out of his pocket and aimed it. He saw the red light blink off, and moved quickly.
His forged key card took some finesse, but the slot accepted and read it on the third try. Recalling the code from memory, he logged it in, and was inside the anteroom within forty-five seconds. He reset the camera—there was no use having some gung-ho guard come out to check—then closed the door, relocked it.
He took off his coat and hung it neatly beside the staff’s soft-drink and snack machines. His black doeskin gloves went into the pocket. Beneath them he wore thin surgical gloves any honest man could buy by the box from a medical supply store. He covered his silver hair with a black cap.
  
Efficiently, he checked his tools one last time.
It was only then that he let himself pause, just for a moment, and enjoy.
He stood in the dark listening to the silence that wasn’t really silence at all. Buildings had their language, and this one hummed and creaked. He could hear the whirl of the heat through the vents, the sighs of the wind pressing at the door behind him.
The guard and security rooms were a level above, and the floors were thick. He heard nothing from them, and they, he knew, heard nothing from him. With his eyes adjusted to the dark, he moved to the next door. It had a good police lock that required his picks, his penlight, which he clamped between his teeth, and approximately thirty seconds of his time to deal with.
He smiled at the music of tumblers clicking, then slipped through and into the hallway.
The first camera was at the end of the corridor where it split left and right. It didn’t overly concern him. He was a shadow among shadows here, and the camera was aimed toward the gallery. He slid along the wall beneath it, out of range, and took the left fork.
Aladdin’s Cave, he thought when he crouched just outside the South Gallery. The Tower of London, Blackbeard’s Treasure, Wonderland. Such a place was all the fairy tales he’d read and been read as a child.
Glorious anticipation shimmered along his skin, tightened his muscles, churned like desire in his gut. His for the taking. It made him think how easily a professional could succumb to greed—and disaster.
Once more he checked his watch. The Yankee sensibility in such a place would mean guards still did rounds, though the cameras and sensors should have sufficed. Of course, he was proof they didn’t, and if he was in charge of security, he’d have employed twice as many guards and doubled their rounds.
But that wasn’t his job.
He didn’t use his light now, and didn’t need it. Even the pinhole glow would set off the sensors. Using his measurements and excellent night vision, he moved to the corner of the gallery, aimed his jammer, and shut down the bothersome camera.
In one part of his brain he counted off seconds. The rest of him moved fast. By the time he crouched in front of the display, his glass cutter was in hand. He made a neat circle, slightly larger than his fist, suctioned it off with barely a tickle of sound, and set it neatly on the top of the cabinet.
He worked quickly, but with a smooth economy of motion that was as innate as the color of his eyes. He wasted no time in admiring his take, or considering the delight of taking more than what he’d come for. That was for amateurs. He simply reached in, picked up the bronze, and tucked it into the pouch on his belt.
Because he appreciated order, and irony, he fitted the circle of glass back into place, then cat-footed it back to the corner. He turned the camera on again, and started back the way he came.
By his count it had taken him seventy-five seconds.
When he reached the anteroom, he transferred the bronze to the briefcase, snuggling it between two thick slabs of foam. He switched hats, stripped off the surgical gloves and rolled them neatly into his pocket.
He bundled into his coat, keyed himself out, locked up tidily behind him, and was a block away in less than ten minutes from the time he’d entered the building.
Smooth, slick, and neat, he thought. A good way to end a career. He eyed the bar again, nearly went inside. At the last minute he decided he’d go back to the hotel and order up a bottle of champagne instead.
Some toasts were private matters.
 
At six A.M., after a sleepless night, Miranda was shocked out of her first real doze by the ringing of the phone. Headachy, disoriented, she fumbled for the receiver.
“Dr. Jones. Pronto.” No, not Italy. Maine. Home. “Hello?”
“Dr. Jones, this is Ken Scutter, security.”
  
“Mr. Scutter.” She got no image from the name and was too bleary to try for one. “What is it?”
“We’ve had an incident.”
“An incident?” As her mind began to clear she pushed herself up in bed. The sheets and blankets were tangled around her like wrappings on a mummy, and she cursed under her breath as she fought her way free. “What sort of incident?”
“It wasn’t noticed until the change of shifts, moments ago, but I wanted to contact you immediately. We’ve had a break-in.”
“A break-in.” She bolted up fully awake, the blood rushing into her head in a flood. “At the Institute?”
“Yes, ma’am. I thought you’d want to come right over.”
“Was there damage? Was something stolen?”
“No real damage, Dr. Jones. One item is missing from the South Gallery display. Cataloguing indicates it’s a fifteenth-century bronze, artist unknown, of David.”
A bronze, she thought. She was suddenly plagued by bronzes. “I’m on my way.”
She bolted out of bed, and without bothering with her robe, raced in her blue flannel pajamas to Andrew’s room. She burst in, shot toward the mound in the bed, and shook viciously.
“Andrew, wake up. There’s been a break-in.”
“Huh? What?” He shoved at her hand, ran a tongue around his teeth, started to yawn. His jaw cracked as he shot up in bed. “What? Where? When?”
“At the Institute. There’s a bronze missing from the South Gallery. Get dressed, let’s move.”
“A bronze?” He rubbed a hand over his face. “Miranda, were you dreaming?”
“Scutter from security just phoned,” she snapped out. “I don’t dream. Ten minutes, Andrew,” she said over her shoulder as she hurried out.
 
Within forty, she was standing beside her brother in the South Gallery, staring down at the perfect circle in the glass, and the empty space behind it. Miranda’s stomach rolled once, then dropped to her knees.
“Call the police, Mr. Scutter.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He signaled to one of his men. “I ordered a sweep of the building—it’s still under way—but so far we’ve found nothing out of place, and nothing else missing.”
Andrew nodded. “I’ll want to review the security tapes for the last twenty-four hours.”
“Yes, sir.” Scutter heaved a sigh. “Dr. Jones, the night chief reported a small problem with two of the cameras.”
“Problem.” Miranda turned. She remembered Scutter now. He was a short, barrel-shaped man, a former cop who’d decided to trade the streets for private security. His record was spotless. Andrew had interviewed and hired him personally.
“This camera.” Scutter shifted, gestured up. “It blanked for about ninety seconds yesterday morning. No one thought much of it, though the standard diagnostic was run. Last night, at about midnight, the exterior camera on the south entrance failed for just under a minute. There were high winds, and the glitch was attributed to weather. This interior camera also went off, for about eighty seconds between midnight and one. The exact times will be stamped on the tapes.”
“I see.” Andrew stuck his hands in his pockets and balled them into fists. “Opinion, Mr. Scutter?”
“My take would be the burglar’s a pro, with a knowledge of security and electronics. He got in through the south side, bypassed the alarm, and the camera. He knew what he was after, didn’t piss around—excuse me, Dr. Jones,” he muttered with an apologetic nod toward Miranda. “It tells me he knows the museum, the setup.”
“And he waltzes in,” Miranda said with barely suppressed fury, “takes what he wants, then waltzes out—despite a complex and expensive security system, and half a dozen armed guards.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Scutter’s lips thinned as he pressed them together. “That pretty much sums it up.”
  
“Thank you. Will you go out in the lobby and wait for the police, please?” She waited until his footsteps receded; then because she was alone with Andrew, she allowed the steam to show.
“Son of a bitch. Son of a bitch, Andrew.” She stalked in a straight line to the camera in question, scowled at it, then stalked back. “That man wants us to believe that someone can override the security, slide in here, and steal one specific piece of art in less than ten minutes.”
“That’s the most likely theory, unless you think the guards have a conspiracy going, and the lot of them suddenly developed an obsession for small, naked Italian boys cast in bronze.”
He was sick inside. He’d loved that piece, the vitality and the pure arrogance of it. “It could have been a hell of a lot worse, Miranda.”
“Our security failed, our property was taken. How could it be worse?”
“From the looks of it, this guy could have loaded up a Santa sack and cleaned out half this area.”
“One piece or a dozen, we’ve still been violated. God.” She covered her face with her hands. “Nothing’s been taken from the Institute since the six paintings in the fifties, and four of them were recovered.”
“Then maybe we were due,” he said wearily.
“Bullshit.” She spun on her heel. “We protected our property, sparing no expense with security.”
“No motion detectors,” he murmured.
“You wanted them.”
“The system I wanted would have meant taking up the floor.” He looked down at the thick and lovely marble. “The brass wouldn’t go for it.”
By brass he meant their parents. His father had been appalled at the idea of destroying the floor, and nearly as appalled by the estimated cost of the proposed system.
“Probably wouldn’t have mattered,” he said with a shrug. “Just as likely he’d have found a way to get past that too. Damn it, Miranda, security’s my responsibility.”
“This is not your fault.”
  
He sighed and desperately, viciously, wanted a drink. “It’s always somebody’s fault. I’ll have to tell them. I don’t even know how to contact the old man in Utah.”
“She’ll know, but let’s not move too fast. Let me think a minute.” She closed her eyes and stood still. “As you said, it could have been much worse. We only lost one piece—and we may very well recover it. Meanwhile, it’s insured and the police are on their way. Everything’s being done. We have to let the police do their job.”
“I have to do mine, Miranda. I have to call Florence.” He worked up a weak smile. “Look at it this way—our little incident might push your problem with her to the back burner for a while.”
She snorted. “If I thought that would happen, I might have stolen the damn thing myself.”
“Dr. Jones.” A man stepped into the room, his cheeks red with cold, his eyes of pale green narrowly focused under heavy graying brows. “And Dr. Jones. Detective Cook.” He held up a gold shield. “Word is you’ve lost something.”
By nine, Miranda’s head was pounding violently enough for her to give in and lay it down on her desk. She had her door closed, had barely resisted the urge to lock it, and was allowing herself ten minutes to indulge in despair and self-pity.
She’d only managed five when her intercom buzzed. “Miranda, I’m sorry.” There was both concern and hesitation in Lori’s voice. “Dr. Standford-Jones in on line one. Do you want me to tell her you’re unavailable?”
Oh, it was tempting. But she drew a deep breath, straightened her spine. “No, I’ll take it. Thank you, Lori.” Because her voice sounded rusty, she cleared it, then punched line one. “Hello, Mother.”
“The testing on the Fiesole Bronze has been completed,” Elizabeth said without preamble.
“I see.”
“Your findings were inaccurate.”
“I don’t believe they were.”
“Whatever you insist on believing, they have been disproved. The bronze is nothing more than a clever and well-executed attempt to mimic Renaissance style and materials. The authorities are investigating Carlo Rinaldi, the man who claimed to have found the piece.”
“I want to see the results of the second test.”
“That is not an option.”
“You can arrange it. I’m entitled to—”
“You’re entitled to nothing, Miranda. Let’s understand each other. My priority at this point is to prevent this damage from spreading. We’ve already had two government projects canceled. Your reputation, and as a result, my own, is under attack. There are some who believe you purposely doctored tests and results in order to take credit for a find.”
With slow care, Miranda wiped away the ring of moisture that a teacup had left on her desk. “Is that what you believe?”
The hesitation spoke more clearly than the words that followed it. “I believe you allowed ambition, haste, and enthusiasm to cloud judgment, logic, and efficiency. I take the responsibility, as I involved you.”
“I’m responsible for myself. Thank you for your support.”
“Sarcasm is unbecoming. I’m sure the media will attempt to contact you over the next few days. You’ll be unavailable for comment.”
“I have plenty of comments.”
“Which you’ll keep to yourself. It would be best if you took a leave of absence.”
“Would it?” Her hand was starting to tremble, so she balled it into a fist. “That’s a passive admission of guilt, and I won’t do it. I want to see those results. If I made a mistake, at least I need to know where and how.”
“It’s out of my hands.”
“Fine. I’ll find a way around you.” She glanced over in irritation as her fax rang and whined. “I’ll contact Ponti myself.”
“I’ve already spoken to him. He has no interest in you. The matter is closed. Transfer me to Andrew’s office.”
“Oh, I’ll be delighted to. He has some news for you.” Furious, she jabbed the hold button and buzzed Lori. “Transfer this call to Andrew,” she ordered, then shoved away from her desk.
She took a deep breath first. She would give Andrew a few moments, then go in to him. She would be calm when she did. Calm and supportive. To manage that, she had to push her own problem aside for a while, and concentrate on the break-in.
To distract herself, she walked over and snagged the page from the fax tray.
And her blood iced over.
You were so sure, weren’t you? It appears you were wrong. How will you explain it?
What’s left for you now, Miranda, now that your reputation is in tatters? Nothing. That’s all you were, a reputation, a name, a chestful of degrees.
Now you’re just pitiful. Now you have nothing.
Now I have everything.
How does it feel, Miranda, to be exposed as a fraud, to be found incompetent? To be a failure?
She clutched one hand between her breasts as she read it through. Her ragged, rapid breathing made her head go light so that she staggered back, leaned heavily on the desk to steady herself.
“Who are you?” Anger leaked through, balancing her again. “Who the hell are you?”
It doesn’t matter, she told herself. She wouldn’t let these mean, petty messages affect her. They meant nothing.
But she slipped the fax into the drawer with the other, and locked it.
She’d find out eventually. There was always a way to find out. Putting her hands to her cheeks, she pressed to bring the blood back into her face. And when she found out, she promised herself, she would deal with it.
Now wasn’t the time to concern herself with nasty little taunts. She drew in air, exhaled, rubbed her hands together until they were warm again.
Andrew needed her. The Institute needed her. Her eyes squeezed tightly shut as the pressure in her chest built into pain. She wasn’t just a name, a collection of degrees.
She was more than that. She intended to prove it.
Squaring her shoulders, she marched out of her office with the intention of marching into Andrew’s.
At least two members of the family would stand by each other.
Detective Cook stood by Lori’s desk. “Another moment of your time, Dr. Jones.”
“Of course.” Even as her stomach dipped, she composed her features and gestured. “Please come in and sit down. Lori, hold my calls please. Can I get you coffee, Detective?”
“No, thanks. I’m cutting back. Caffeine and tobacco, they’re real killers.” He settled into a chair, took out his notebook. “Dr. Jones—Dr. Andrew Jones tells me that the piece that was taken was insured.”
“The Institute is fully insured against theft, and fire.”
“Five hundred thousand dollars. Isn’t that a lot for a little piece like that? It wasn’t signed or anything either, is that right?”
“The artist was unknown, but believed to be a student of Leonardo da Vinci.” She longed to nurse the nagging ache in her temple, but kept her hands still. “It was an excellent study of David, circa 1524.”
She’d tested it herself, she thought sourly. And no one had questioned her findings.
“Five hundred thousand is well within the range should the piece have been auctioned or sold to a collector,” she added.
“You do that kind of thing here?” Cook pursed his lips. “Sell off?”
“Occasionally. We also acquire. It’s part of our purpose.”
He let his gaze skim around her office. Efficient, neat, with high-end equipment and a desk that was probably worth a small fortune as well. “It takes a lot of money to run a place like this.”
“Yes, it does. The fees we generate for classes, consulting work, and admissions cover a large part of it. There’s also a trust fund set up by my grandfather. In addition patrons often donate funds or collections.” Though it flickered through her mind that it might be wise to call their lawyer, she leaned forward. “Detective Cook, we don’t need five hundred thousand dollars in insurance money to run the Institute.”
“I guess it’s a drop in the bucket. Of course, for some people it’s a nice chunk of change. Especially if they gamble or have debts, or just want to buy a fancy car.”
However tight her neck and shoulders were now, she met his gaze levelly. “I don’t gamble, I don’t have any difficult debts, and I have a car.”
“If you’ll excuse me saying so, Dr. Jones, you don’t seem particularly upset about this loss.”
“Is my being upset going to help you recover the bronze?”
He clucked his tongue. “You got a point. Your brother now, he’s pretty shaken up.”
Because her eyes clouded, she dropped her gaze and stared into the remains of her tea. “He feels responsible. He takes things to heart.”
“And you don’t?”
“Feel responsible, or take things to heart?” she countered, then lifted her hands a few inches off the desk. “In this case, neither.”
“Just for my notes, would you mind going over your evening for me?”
“All right.” Her muscles had bunched up again, but she spoke calmly. “Andrew and I both worked until around seven. I sent my assistant home just after six. I had a long-distance call shortly after.”
“From?”
“Florence, Italy. An associate of mine.” Distress burned under her breastbone like an ulcer. “I imagine we were on the phone for ten minutes, maybe a little less. Andrew dropped by here a bit after that. We had a discussion, and left together right around seven.”
“Do you usually come and go to work together?”
  
“No, we don’t. Our hours don’t always coincide. I wasn’t feeling well last night, so he took me home. We share the house our grandmother left us. We had a little dinner. I went upstairs around nine.”
“And stayed in the rest of the night?”
“Yes, as I said, I wasn’t feeling very well.”
“And your brother was at home all night.”
She had no idea. “Yes, he was. I woke him right after I got the call from Mr. Scutter in security, just after six this morning. We came in together, assessed the situation, and ordered Mr. Scutter to call the police.”
“That little bronze . . .” Cook rested his pad on his knee. “You’ve got pieces in that gallery worth a lot more, I’d guess. Funny he only took that piece—only one piece after he’d gone to all the trouble to get inside.”
“Yes,” she said evenly. “I thought the same myself. How would you explain that, Detective?”
He had to smile. It was a good comeback. “I’d have to say he wanted it. There’s nothing else missing?”
“The gallery spaces are being checked thoroughly. Nothing else appears to be missing. I don’t know what else I can tell you.”
“That should do it for now.” He rose, tucked his notebook away. “We’ll be interviewing your staff, and it’s likely I’ll need to talk to you again.”
“We’re more than willing to cooperate.” She rose as well. She wanted him out. “You can contact me here, or at home,” she continued as she walked to the door. When she opened it, she saw Ryan pacing the outer office.
“Miranda.” He came straight to her, took both of her hands. “I just heard.”
For some reason tears swam close again, and were battled back. “Bad day,” she managed.
“I’m so sorry. How much was taken? Do the police have any leads?”
“I—Ryan, this is Detective Cook. He’s in charge. Detective, this is Ryan Boldari, an associate.”
“Detective.” Ryan could have spotted him as a cop from six blocks at a dead run in the opposite direction.
  
“Mr. Boldari. You work here?”
“No, I own galleries in New York and San Francisco. I’m here on business for a few days. Miranda, what can I do to help?”
“There’s nothing. I don’t know.” It hit her again, like a wave, and made her hands tremble in his.
“You should sit down, you’re upset.”
“Mr. Boldari?” Cook held up a finger as Ryan turned to nudge Miranda back into her office. “What are the names of your galleries?”
“Boldari,” he said with an arch of brow. “The Boldari Gallery.” He slipped out a hammered-silver case and removed a business card. “The addresses for both are there. Excuse me, Detective. Dr. Jones needs a moment.”
It gave him a quiet satisfaction to shut the door in Cook’s face. “Sit down, Miranda. Tell me what happened.”
She did as he asked, grateful now for the firm grip of his hand on hers.
“Only one piece,” Ryan said when she’d finished. “Odd.”
“He had to be a stupid thief,” she said with some spirit. “He could have cleaned out that display without much more time and no more effort.”
Ryan tucked his tongue in his cheek and reminded himself not to be offended. “Apparently he was selective, but stupid? Difficult to believe a stupid man—or woman for that matter—could get past your security with such apparent ease and speed.”
“Well, he might know electronics, but he doesn’t know art.” Unable to sit, she rose and flipped on her coffeepot. “The David was a lovely little piece, but hardly the best we have. Oh it doesn’t matter,” she muttered, dragging a hand through her hair. “I sound as though I’m annoyed he didn’t take more or choose better. I’m just so angry that he got in at all.”
“As I would be.” He walked over to kiss the top of her head. “I’m sure the police will find him, and David. Cook struck me as an efficient type.”
“I suppose—once he eliminates Andrew and me from his list of suspects and can concentrate on finding the real thief.”
“That would be typical, I’d imagine.” The little worm of guilt wriggled again as he turned her to face him. “You’re not worried about that part, are you?”
“No, not really. Annoyed, but not worried. I appreciate you coming by, Ryan, I—Oh, lunch,” she remembered. “I’m not going to be able to make it.”
“Don’t give it a thought. We’ll reschedule when I make my next trip in.”
“Next trip?”
“I have to leave this evening. I’d hoped to stay another day or two . . . for personal reasons. But I need to get back tonight.”
“Oh.” She hadn’t thought it possible to be any more unhappy.
He lifted her hands to his lips. Sad eyes, he thought, were so compelling. “It wouldn’t hurt to miss me. It might help take your mind off all this.”
“I have a feeling I’m going to be busy for the next few days. But I’m sorry you can’t stay longer. This won’t—This problem isn’t going to change your mind about the exchange, is it?”
“Miranda.” He enjoyed the moment, playing the stalwart and supporting hero. “Don’t be foolish. The Vasaris will be in your hands within the month.”
“Thank you. After the morning I’ve had, I appreciate the confidence more than I can tell you.”
“And you’ll miss me.”
Her lips curved. “I think I will.”
“Now say goodbye.”
She began to, but he stopped her mouth with his. Indulged himself by taking it deep, sliding past her initial surprise, her initial resistance, like the thief he was.
It would be, he knew, a considerable amount of time before he saw her again—if he ever did. Their lives separated here, but he wanted to take something with him.
So he took the sweetness he’d just begun to sense under the strength, and the passion he’d just begun to stir under the control.
He eased her back, studied her face, let his hands stroke once up her arms, down again until the touch lingered just on fingertips.
“Goodbye, Miranda,” he said, with more regret than was comfortable. And left her, certain she would deal with the small inconvenience he’d caused in her life.
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B
y the time Andrew got off the phone with his mother, he would have betrayed his country for three fingers of Jack Daniel’s. It hung on him. He accepted that. The day-to-day running of the Institute was his responsibility, and security was first priority.
His mother had pointed that out—in short, declarative sentences.
It would have done no good to counter that since that security had been breached, they should be kicking up their heels that only one item had been lost. To Elizabeth the break-in was a personal insult, and the loss of the small bronze David was as bitter as a wholesale clearing of the galleries.
He could accept that too. He could and would shoulder the responsibility of dealing with the police, the insurance company, the staff, the press. But what he couldn’t accept, what made him wish he had access to a bottle, was her complete lack of support or sympathy.
But he didn’t have access to a bottle. Keeping one in his office was a line he hadn’t crossed, and one that allowed him to shrug off any suggestion that he had a drinking problem.
He drank at home, at bars, at social events. He didn’t drink during business hours. Therefore, he was in control.
Fantasizing about slipping out to the nearest liquor store and getting a little something to help him through a long, hard day wasn’t the same as doing it.
He depressed the intercom button on his phone. “Ms. Purdue.”
“Yes, Dr. Jones?”
Run down to Freedom Liquors, would you, Ms. Purdue darling, and pick me up a fifth of Jack Daniel’s Black. It’s a family tradition.
“Could you come in, please?”
“Right away, sir.”
Andrew pushed away from the desk and turned to the window. His hands were steady, weren’t they? His stomach might have been rolling in greasy waves, his spine might have been damp with clammy sweat, but his hands were still steady. He was in control.
He heard her come in, shut the door quietly.
“The insurance investigator will be here at eleven,” he said without turning. “Make sure my calendar’s clear.”
“I’ve canceled all but essential appointments for the day, Dr. Jones.”
“Good, thank you. Ah . . .” He pinched the bridge of his nose, hoping to relieve some pressure. “We’ll need to schedule a staff meeting, department heads only. As early in the afternoon as possible.”
“One o’clock, Dr. Jones.”
“Fine. Send a memo to my sister. I’d like her to work with publicity on a statement. Inform any and all reporters who call that we’ll be issuing a statement by end of day and have no comment at this time.”
“Yes, sir. Dr. Jones, Detective Cook would like to speak with you again as soon as possible. He’s downstairs.”
“I’ll go down shortly. We need to draft a letter to Dr. Standford-Jones and Dr. Charles Jones, detailing this incident and its current status. They—” He broke off at the knock on the door, then turned when Miranda stepped in.
“I’m sorry, Andrew. I can come back if you’re busy.”
“That’s all right. We’ll save Ms. Purdue a memo. Can you work with publicity on a statement?”
“I’ll get right on it.” She could see the strain around his eyes. “You talked to Florence.”
He smiled thinly. “Florence talked to me. I’m going to draft a letter, telling the sad tale, and copy her and Father.”
“Why don’t I do that?” The shadows under his eyes were too dark, she thought, the lines around his mouth too deep. “Save you a little time and trouble.”
“I’d appreciate it. The insurance investigator will be here shortly, and Cook wants me again.”
“Oh.” She linked her hands together to keep them still. “Ms. Purdue, would you give us a moment?”
“Of course. I’ll set up the staff meeting, Dr. Jones.”
“Department heads,” Andrew told Miranda when the door closed again. “One o’clock.”
“All right. Andrew, about Cook. He’s going to want to know about last night. Where you were, what you were doing, who you were with. I told him we left here together about seven, and that both of us were home all night.”
“Fine.”
Her fingers twisted. “Were you?”
“What? Home? Yes.” He angled his head, eyes narrowing. “Why?”
“I didn’t know if you’d gone out or not.” Unlinking her fingers, she rubbed her hands over her face. “I just thought it best to say you hadn’t.”
“You don’t have to protect me, Miranda. I haven’t done anything—which according to our mother is the problem.”
“I know you haven’t. I didn’t mean that.” She reached out, touched a hand to his arm. “It just seemed less complicated to say you’d been home all night. Then I started thinking, what if you had gone out, and you’d been seen . . .”
“Bellied up to a bar?” Bitter resentment coated his voice. “Or skulking around the building?”
“Oh, Andrew.” Miserable, she lowered herself to the arm of a chair. “Let’s not snipe at each other. It’s just that Cook makes me nervous, and I started to worry that if he caught me in a lie, however harmless, it would just make it all worse.”
With a sigh, he dropped into the chair. “Looks like we’re in shit up to our knees.”
“I’m up to my waist,” she muttered. “She ordered me to take a leave of absence. I refused.”
“Are you standing up for yourself, or just kicking at her?”
Miranda frowned and studied her nails. How does it feel to be a failure? No, she wouldn’t give in to that. “I can do both.”
“Be careful you don’t fall on your butt. Last night I would have agreed with her—not for the same reason, but I’d have agreed. Today changes things. I need you here.”
“I’m not going anywhere.”
He patted her knee before he rose. “I’ll go talk to Cook. Send me a copy of the press release, and the letter. Oh, she gave me Father’s address in Utah.” He tore a piece of notepaper from the pad on his desk and handed it to her. “Overnight the letters. The sooner they have it in writing, the better.”
“I’ll see you at one, then. Oh, Andrew, Ryan said to tell you goodbye.”
He stopped with his hand on the doorknob. “Goodbye?”
“He had to get back to New York tonight.”
“He was here? Damn it. He knows about this mess already? The Vasaris?”
“He’s completely supportive. He assured me this problem wouldn’t affect the trade. I’m, ah, thinking about going down to New York in a couple of weeks.” In fact, she’d just thought of it. “To . . . expedite the loan.”
Distracted, he nodded. “Good, that’s fine. We’ll talk about that later. A new exhibit’s just what we need to offset this mess.”
He started downstairs, glancing at his watch. It amazed him it was barely ten. It felt as if he’d been running on this particular wheel for days.
  
Cops, both uniformed and plainclothes, swarmed the main floor. What he assumed was fingerprint powder was smeared over the display cabinet. The little circle of glass was gone. Tucked away in some evidence bag, he figured.
Andrew questioned one of the uniformed officers and was told he’d find Detective Cook at the south entrance.
Andrew traveled the route, trying to imagine the thief doing the same. Dressed in black, he imagined, a man with a hard face. Maybe a scar sliced down the cheek. Had he carried a gun? A knife? A knife, Andrew decided. He would have wanted to kill quietly and quickly should it become necessary.
He thought of how many nights Miranda worked late in the lab or her office, and cursed violently.
Fresh fury was bubbling under his skin as he pushed into the anteroom and found Cook perusing the offerings of the snack machine.
“Is this how you find this son of a bitch?” Andrew demanded. “By munching on potato chips?”
“Actually, I’m going for the pretzels.” Calmly, Cook pushed the proper buttons. “I’m cutting down on fat grams.” The bag thunked against the metal tray. Cook pushed through the slot, nipped it out.
“Great. A health-conscious cop.”
“You got your health,” Cook claimed as he ripped open the bag, “you got everything.”
“I want to know what you’re doing to find the bastard who broke into my building.”
“My job, Dr. Jones. Why don’t we sit down here?” He gestured to one of the little cafe tables. “You look like you could use some coffee.”
Andrew’s eyes flashed, the sudden brilliant blue of temper that turned his aesthetic face into something tough and potentially mean. The quick change had Cook reconsidering the man.
“I don’t want to sit down,” Andrew shot back, “and I don’t want any coffee.” He would have killed for some. “My sister works late, Detective. She often works late, alone, in this building. If she hadn’t been ill last night, she might have been here when he broke in. I might have lost something a great deal more valuable to me than a bronze.”
“I understand your concern.”
“No, you couldn’t possibly.”
“I got family myself.” Despite Andrew’s refusal, Cook counted out coins and turned to the coffee machine. “How do you take it?”
“I said—Black,” Andrew muttered. “Just black.”
“I used to drink it the same way. Still miss it.” Cook breathed in deep as the coffee began to spurt into the insulated cup. “Let me relieve your mind a bit, Dr. Jones. Typically a B-and-E man—especially a smart one—isn’t looking to hurt anyone. Fact is he’ll back off a job before he’ll get into that kind of tangle. He won’t even carry a weapon, because if he does that adds years onto his time if he’s caught.”
He set the coffee on the table, sat, waited. After a moment Andrew relented and joined him. As the hot edge of temper faded from his eyes, his narrow face smoothed out, his shoulders slipped back into their slight hunch. “Maybe this guy wasn’t typical.”
“I’d say he wasn’t—but if he’s as smart as I think, he’d have followed that rule. No weapons, no contact with people. In and out. If your sister had been here, he’d have avoided her.”
“You don’t know my sister.” The coffee made him feel slightly more human.
“A strong lady, your sister?”
“She’s had to be. But she was mugged recently, right in front of our house. The guy had a knife—she’s terrified of knives. There was nothing she could do.”
Cook pursed his lips. “When was this?”
“A couple of weeks ago, I guess.” He dug fingers through his hair. “He knocked her down, took her purse, her briefcase.” He trailed off, took another breath, another sip of coffee. “It shook her, shook us both. And thinking that she might have been here when this guy broke in—”
“This type of thief, it’s not his style to knock women around and grab their purses.”
  
“Maybe not. But they never caught him. He terrified her, took her things, then he walked. Miranda’s had enough—between that and the problems in Florence.” Andrew caught himself, realizing he was relaxing, and chatting about Miranda, for God’s sake. “This isn’t what you wanted to talk to me about.”
“Actually, it’s helpful, Dr. Jones.” A mugging and a burglary in less than a month. Same victim? It was, Cook decided, interesting. “You say your sister wasn’t well last night. What was wrong with her?”
“A problem in Florence,” he said briefly. “Some difficulty with our mother. It upset her.”
“Your mother’s in Italy?”
“She lives there. She works there. She heads Standjo. It’s a laboratory for testing art and artifacts. It’s part of the family business. An offshoot of the Institute.”
“So there’s some friction between your mother and your sister?”
Andrew took another sip of coffee to steady himself and watched Cook over the rim. His eyes went hard again. “My family relationships aren’t police business.”
“Just trying to get the whole picture. This is a family organization, after all. There’s no sign of forced entry.”
Andrew’s hand jerked, nearly spilling his coffee as he tried to make the sharp turn. “Excuse me?”
“There’s no overt sign of forced entry on either of these doors.” Cook wagged a finger to the exterior and interior doors. “Both were locked. Outside, you need a key card and a code, correct?”
“Yes. Only department heads can use this entrance. This area is used as a staff lounge. There’s another lounge for general staff on level three.”
“I’ll need a list of department heads.”
“Of course. You think it’s someone who works here?”
“I don’t think anything. Biggest mistake is to come onto a scene with an idea.” He smiled a little. “It’s just procedure.”
• • •
  
The break-in at the Institute was the lead story on the local eleven o’clock news. In New York, it earned thirty seconds in the lower half of the hour. Stretched out on the sofa in his apartment on Central Park South, Ryan sipped a brandy, enjoyed the tang of a slim Cuban cigar, and noted the details.
There weren’t many. Then New York had plenty of its own crime and scandals to fill the time. If the Institute hadn’t been a landmark and the Joneses quite such a prominent New England family, the burglary wouldn’t have merited so much as a blip outside of Maine.
Police were investigating. Ryan grinned around the cigar as he thought of Cook. He knew the type. Dogged, thorough, with a solid record of closing cases. It was satisfying to have a good cop investigating his last job. Rounded off his career nicely.
Pursuing several leads. Well, that was bullshit. There were no leads, but they would have to say there were and save face.
He sat up as he caught a glimpse of Miranda leaving the building. Her hair was smoothed back in a twist. She’d done that for the cameras, he thought, remembering how it had been loose and tangled when he’d kissed her goodbye. Her face was calm, composed. Cold, he decided. The lady had quite a cold streak, which inspired him to melt her. Which he would have done, he thought, if there’d been a bit more time.
Still, he was pleased to see she was handling the situation well. She was a tough one. Even with those pockets of shyness and sadness, she was tough. Another day or two, he calculated, and her life would slip back into routine. The little bump he’d put into it would smooth out, the insurance would kick in, and the cops would file the case and forget it.
And he, Ryan thought as he blew cheerful smoke rings at the ceiling, had a satisfied client, a perfect record, and some leisure time coming.
Maybe, just maybe, he’d bend the rules in this case and take Miranda to the West Indies for a couple of weeks. Sun, sand, and sex. It would do her good, he decided. And it sure as hell wouldn’t hurt him any.
 
Annie McLean’s apartment would have fit into Ryan’s living room, but she did have a view of the park. If she leaned far enough out her bedroom window, twisted her neck until it ached, and strained her eyes. But that was good enough for her.
Maybe the furniture was secondhand, but she had bright colors. The rug might have come from a garage sale, but it had shampooed up just fine. And she liked the overblown cabbage roses around the border.
She’d put the shelves together herself, painted them a deep dark green, and crammed them with books she bought when the library held its annual sale.
Classics for the most part. Books she’d neglected to read in school and longed to explore now. She did so whenever she had a free hour or two, bundling under the cheerful blue-and-green-striped throw her mother had crocheted and diving into Hemingway or Steinbeck or Fitzgerald.
Her CD player had been an indulgent Christmas present to herself two years before. Deliberately, she’d collected a wide range of music—eclectic, she liked to think of it.
She’d been too busy working to develop a wide range of tastes in books and music when she was in her teens and early twenties. A pregnancy, miscarriage, and broken heart all before her eighteenth birthday had changed her direction. She’d been determined to make something of herself, to have something for herself.
Then she’d let herself be charmed by slick-talking, high-living, no-good son-of-a-bitching Buster.
Hormones, she thought, and a need to make a home, to build her own family, had blinded her to the impossibility of marriage with a mostly unemployed mechanic with a taste for Coors and blondes.
She’d wanted a child, she thought now. Maybe, Lord help her, to make up for the one she’d lost.
Live and learn, she often told herself. She’d done both. Now she was an independent woman with a solid business, one who was taking the time and making the effort to improve her mind.
She liked to listen to her customers, their opinions and views, and measure them against her own. She was broadening her outlook, and calculated that in the seven years she’d had Annie’s Place, she’d learned more about politics, religion, sex, and the economy than any college graduate.
If there were some nights when, slipping into bed alone, she longed for someone to listen to her, to hold her, to laugh with her when she spoke of her day, it was a small price to pay for independence.
In her experience, men didn’t want to listen to what you had to say, they just wanted to do a little bitching and scratch their butts. Then yank off your nightgown and fuck.
She was much better off on her own.
One day, she thought, she might buy a house, with a yard. She wouldn’t mind having a dog. She would cut back on her hours, hire a bar manager, maybe take a vacation. Ireland first, naturally. She wanted to see the hills—and the pubs, of course.
But she’d suffered the humiliation of not having enough money, of having doors shut in her face when she asked for a loan, of being told she was a bad risk.
She never intended to go through that again.
So her profits were fed back into her business, and what she sliced off of them was tucked into conservative stocks and bonds. She didn’t need to be rich, but she would never be poor again.
Her parents had skirted the slippery edge of poor all of Annie’s life. They’d done what they could for her, but her father—bless him—had held on to money as a man holds a handful of water. It had continually trickled through his fingers.
When they moved to Florida three winters before, Annie had kissed them both goodbye, cried a little, and slipped her mother five hundred dollars. It had been hard-earned, but she knew her mother could make it stretch through several of her father’s get-rich-quick schemes.
She called them every week, on Sunday afternoons when the rates were down, and sent her mother another check every three months. She promised to visit often, but had managed only two short trips in three years.
Annie thought of them now as she watched the end of the late news and closed the book she’d been struggling to read. Her parents adored Andrew. Of course, they’d never known about that night on the beach, about the baby she’d conceived, then lost.
With a shake of her head she put it all out of her mind. She switched off the television, picked up the mug of tea she’d let go cold, and took it into the closet her landlord claimed was a kitchen.
She was reaching to switch off the light when someone knocked at her door. Annie glanced at the Louisville Slugger she kept by the door—the twin of one she kept behind the bar at work. Though she’d never had occasion to use either, they made her feel secure.
“Who is it?”
“It’s Andrew. Let me in, will you? Your landlord keeps these halls in a deep freeze.”
Though she wasn’t particularly pleased to find him on her doorstep, Annie slipped off the chain, released the dead bolt and thumb lock, and opened the door. “It’s late, Andrew.”
“You’re telling me,” he said, though she wore a plaid robe and thick black socks. “I saw your light under the door. Come on, Annie, be a pal and let me in.”
“I’m not giving you a drink.”
“That’s okay.” Once he was inside, he reached under his coat and pulled out a bottle. “I brought my own. It’s been a long, miserable day, Annie.” He gave her a hound dog look that wrenched at her heart. “I didn’t want to be home.”
“Fine.” Annoyed, she stalked to the kitchen and got out a short glass. “You’re a grown man, you’ll drink if you want.”
“I want.” He poured, lifted his glass in a half-salute. “Thanks. I guess you’ve heard the news.”
“Yes, I’m sorry.” She sat on the couch and slipped the copy of Moby Dick out of sight between the cushions, though she couldn’t have explained why it would embarrass her to have him see it.
“Cops think it was an inside job.” He drank, laughed a little. “I never thought I’d use that phrase in a sentence. They’re taking a hard look at Miranda and me first.”
“Why in the world would they think you’d steal from yourself?”
“People do, all the time. Insurance company’s investigating. We’re being thoroughly studied.”
“It’s just routine.” Concerned now, she reached up to take his hand and draw him down beside her.
“Yeah. Routine sucks. I loved that bronze.”
“What? The one that was taken?”
“It said something to me. The young David taking on the giant, willing to pit a stone against a sword. Courage. The kind I’ve never had.”
“Why do you do that to yourself?” Irritation rang in her voice as she shoved against him.
“I never take on the giants,” he said, and reached for the bottle again. “I just roll with the flow and follow orders. My parents say, It’s time you took over the running of the Institute, Andrew. And I say, When do you want me to start?”
“You love the Institute.”
“A happy coincidence. If they’d told me to go to Borneo and study native habits . . . I bet I’d have a hell of a tan by now. Elise says, It’s time we got married; I say, Set the date. She says, I want a divorce; I say, Gee, honey, do you want me to pay for the lawyer?”
I tell you I’m pregnant, Annie thought, and you ask if I want to get married.
He studied the liquor in his glass, watched the way the light from her floor lamp slipped through the amber. “I never bucked the system, because it never seemed to matter enough to make the effort. And that doesn’t say much for Andrew Jones.”
“So you drink because it’s easier than seeing if it matters?”
  
“Maybe.” But he set the glass down to see if he could, to see how it felt to say what else was on his mind without the crutch. “I didn’t do the right thing by you, Annie, didn’t really stand by you the way I should have all those years ago, because I was terrified of what they’d do.”
“I don’t want to talk about that.”
“We never have, mostly because I didn’t think you wanted to. But you brought it up the other day.”
“I shouldn’t have.” A little finger of panic curled in her stomach at the thought of it. “It’s old business.”
“It’s our business, Annie.” He said it gently because he heard a trace of that panic.
“Let it alone.” She drew away from him, folded her arms defensively.
“All right.” Why scratch at old wounds, he decided, when you had fresh juicy ones? “We’ll just move along through the life and times of Andrew Jones. At this point in it I’m waiting patiently for the cops to tell me I don’t have to go to prison.”
This time when he reached for the bottle, she grabbed it, stood up, and walking into the kitchen, poured the contents down the sink.
“Goddamn it, Annie.”
“You don’t need whiskey to make yourself miserable, Andrew. You do fine all on your own. Your parents didn’t love you enough. That’s rough.” Temper she hadn’t known crouched inside her sprang free. “Mine loved me plenty, but I’m still sitting alone at night with memories and regrets that rip at my heart. Your wife didn’t love you enough either. Tough break. My husband would get himself oiled up on a couple of six-packs and love me whether I wanted him to or not.”
“Annie. Christ.” He hadn’t known that, hadn’t imagined that. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t tell me you’re sorry,” she fired back. “I got through. I got through you and I got through him by realizing I’d made a mistake and fixing it.”
“Don’t do that.” Out of nowhere his own anger spurted up. A dangerous light glinted in his eyes, hardening them as he got to his feet. “Don’t compare what we had with what you had with him.”
“Then don’t you use what we had the same way you use what you had with Elise.”
“I wasn’t. It’s not the same.”
“Damn right, because she was beautiful, and she was brilliant.” Annie jabbed a finger into his chest hard enough to make him take a step back. “And maybe you didn’t love her enough. If you had you’d still have her. Because I’ve never known you to go without what you really want. You may not pick up a stone and go to war for it, but you get it.”
“She wanted out.” He shouted it. “You can’t make someone love you.”
She leaned on the tiny counter, closed her eyes, and to his surprise, began to laugh. “You sure as hell can’t.” She wiped at the tears the fit of laughter had brought to her eyes. “You may have a Ph.D., Dr. Jones, but you’re stupid. You’re a stupid man, and I’m tired. I’m going to bed. You can let yourself out.”
She stormed by him, half hoping she’d made him angry enough to grab her. But he didn’t, and she walked into the bedroom alone. When she heard him go out, heard the door click behind him, she curled onto the bed and indulged herself in a good, hard cry.
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T
echnology never failed to delight and amaze Cook. When he started out as a beat cop twenty-three years before, he’d seen that a detective’s job involved hours of phone calls, paperwork, and door-to-doors. Not as exciting as Hollywood liked, nor as he—young and eager—had intended to settle for once he joined the ranks.
He’d planned to spend this particular Sunday afternoon doing some fishing in Miracle Bay, as the weather had turned calm and the temperatures had crept into the sixties. But he’d detoured by the station house on a whim. He believed in following whims, which he considered a short step down from hunches.
There on his desk, stacked among the files cluttering his in box, was the computer-generated report from pretty young officer Mary Chaney.
For himself, Cook approached the computer with the caution and respect of a street cop approaching a junkie in a dark alley. You had to deal with it, you had to do the job, but you knew damn well anything could go wrong if you missed a step.
The Jones case was a priority because the Joneses were rich and the governor knew them personally. As the case was on his mind, he’d asked Mary to run a computer check, searching for like crimes.
Such information as he had in his hands would have taken weeks, if he’d ever been able to gather it, in his early days at this desk. Now he had a pattern in front of him that made his fishing plans slide out of his mind as he tipped back in his chair and studied it.
He had six likes over a period of ten years, and twice that many other hits similar enough to warrant a mention.
New York, Chicago, San Francisco, Boston, Kansas City, Atlanta. A museum or gallery in each of those cities had reported a break-in and the loss of one item in the past decade. The value of each item ranged from a hundred thousand to just over a cool million. No damage to the property, no mess, no alarm sounded. Each piece had been covered by insurance, and no arrest had been made.
Slick, he thought. The guy was slick.
In the dozen that followed, there were some variations. Two or more pieces had been taken, and in one case a guard’s coffee had been drugged and the security system was simply shut off for a period of thirty minutes. In another an arrest had been made. A guard had attempted to pawn a fifteenth-century cameo. He was arrested and confessed, but claimed that he’d taken the cameo after the break-in. The Renoir landscape and the Manet portrait that had also been stolen were never recovered.
Interesting, Cook thought again. The profile that was forming in his mind of his quarry didn’t include sloppy trips to pawnshops. Could be he enlisted a guard as an inside source. It was something to check out.
And it wouldn’t hurt to see where the Joneses had been during the dates of the other thefts. It was, after all, just another kind of fishing.
 
The first thing on Miranda’s mind when she opened her eyes on Sunday morning was The Dark Lady. She had to see it again, examine it again. How else would she know how she had been so completely mistaken?
  
For as the days passed, she had come to the painful conclusion that she’d been wrong. What other explanation was there? She knew her mother too well. To save Standjo’s reputation, Elizabeth would have questioned every detail of the second testing. She would have insisted on, and received, absolute proof of its accuracy.
She would never have settled for less.
The practical thing to do was to accept it, to salvage her pride by saying nothing more on the matter until the situation cooled. Stirring the pot could accomplish nothing positive because the damage had already been done.
Deciding she could make better use of her time than brooding, she changed into sweats. A couple hours at the health club might sweat some of the depression out of her.
 
Two hours later, she returned to the house to find Andrew stumbling around nursing a hangover. She was just about to go upstairs when the doorbell chimed.
“Let me take your jacket, Detective Cook,” she heard Andrew say.
Cook? On a Sunday afternoon? Miranda pushed her hands at her hair, cleared her throat, and sat down.
As Andrew led Cook in, Miranda offered him a polite smile. “Do you have news for us?”
“Nothing solid, Dr. Jones. Just a loose end or two.”
“Please sit down.”
“Great house.” Cop’s eyes below their bushy gray brows scanned the room as he walked to a chair. “Really makes a statement up here on the cliffs.” Old money, he thought, it had its own smell, its own look. Here it was beeswax and lemon oil. It was heirloom furniture and faded wallpaper and floor-to-ceiling windows framed in a burgundy waterfall of what was probably silk.
Class and privilege, and just enough clutter to make it a home.
“What can we do for you, Detective?”
“I’ve got a little angle I’m working on. I wonder if you could tell me where you were, where both of you were, last November. First week.”
  
“Last November.” It was such an odd question. Andrew scratched his head over it. “I was here in Jones Point. I didn’t do any traveling last fall. Did I?” he asked Miranda.
“Not that I recall. Why is that important, Detective?”
“Just clearing up some details. Were you here as well, Dr. Jones?”
“I was in D.C. for a few days in early November. Some consult work at the Smithsonian. I’d have to get my desk calendar to be sure.”
“Would you mind?” He smiled apologetically. “Just so I can tidy this up.”
“All right.” She couldn’t see the point, but she couldn’t see the harm either. “It’s up in my office.”
“Yes, sir,” Cook continued when she left the room. “This is quite a place. Must be a bear to heat.”
“We go through a lot of firewood,” Andrew muttered.
“You do much traveling, Dr. Jones?”
“The Institute keeps me pretty close to home. Miranda’s the frequent flier. She does a lot of consulting, the occasional lecture.” He tapped his fingers on his knee, and noted that Cook’s gaze had shifted to linger on the bottle of Jack Daniel’s on the table beside the sofa. His shoulders hunched defensively. “What does last November have to do with our break-in?”
“I’m not sure it does, just tugging on a line. You do any fishing?”
“No, I get seasick.”
“Too bad.”
“According to my records,” Miranda said as she came back in, “I was in Washington from November third through the seventh.”
And the burglary in San Francisco had occurred in the early hours of the fifth, Cook recalled. “I guess you flew down there.”
“Yes, into National.” She checked her book. “USAir flight four-one-oh-eight, departing Jones Point at ten-fifty, arriving National at twelve fifty-nine. I stayed at The Four Seasons. Is that specific enough for you?”
“Sure is. Being a scientist, you’d keep good records.”
  
“Yes, I do.” She walked over to Andrew’s chair, sat on the arm beside him. They became a unit. “What’s this about?”
“Just getting things ordered in my head. Would you have where you were in June in that book? Say the third week.”
“Of course.” Steadied by Andrew’s hand on her knee, she flipped back to June. “I was at the Institute the entire month of June. Lab work, some summer classes. You taught a couple yourself, didn’t you, Andrew, when Jack Gold-bloom’s allergies kicked up and he took a few days off?”
“Yeah.” He closed his eyes to help him think back. “That was toward the end of June. Oriental Art of the Twelfth Century.” He opened his eyes again and grinned at her. “You wouldn’t touch it, and I had to cram. We can easily get the exact dates for you, Detective,” he continued. “We keep excellent records at the Institute as well.”
“Fine. Appreciate it.”
“We’ll cooperate.” Miranda’s voice was brisk and stern. “And we expect you to do the same. It was our property taken, Detective. I think we have the right to know what avenues you’re investigating.”
“No problem.” He rested his hands on his knees. “I’m checking out a series of burglaries that match the profile of yours. Maybe you heard something, seeing as you’re in the same line, about a theft up in Boston last June.”
“The Harvard University art museum.” A shudder climbed up Miranda’s spine. “The kuang. Chinese tomb piece, thought to be late thirteenth to early twelfth century B.C. Another bronze.”
“You’ve got a good memory for detail.”
“Yes, I do. It was a huge loss. It’s one of the most beautifully preserved pieces of Chinese bronze ever recovered, and worth a great deal more than our David.”
“November it was San Francisco, a painting that time.”
Not a bronze, she thought, and for some reason all but trembled with relief. “It was the M. H. de Young Memorial Museum.”
“That’s right.”
  
“American art,” Andrew put in. “Colonial period. Where’s the connection?”
“I didn’t say there was, but I think there is.” Cook rose. “Could be we’ve got a thief with what you could call an eclectic taste in art. Me, I like that Georgia O’Keeffe stuff. It’s bright, looks like what it is. I appreciate your time.” He turned away, turned back. “I wonder if I could borrow that datebook of yours, Dr. Jones. And if the two of you would have written records of the year before. Just to help me put it all in order.”
Miranda hesitated, again thought of lawyers. But pride had her standing and holding the slim leather book out to him. “You’re welcome to it, and I have calendars for the last three years stored at my office at the Institute.”
“Appreciate it. I’ll just give you a receipt for this.” He tucked her book away and took out his own to scrawl the information and his signature.
Andrew rose as well. “I’ll have mine messengered over to you.”
“That would be a big help.”
“It’s difficult not to be insulted by this, Detective.”
Cook raised his eyebrows at Miranda. “I’m sorry about that, Dr. Jones. I’m just trying to do my job.”
“I imagine you are, and once you put my brother and me off your list of suspects, you’ll be able to do it with more speed and efficiency. Which is why we’re willing to tolerate this sort of treatment. I’ll show you out.”
Cook nodded at Andrew and followed her into the foyer. “Didn’t mean to put your back up, Dr. Jones.”
“Oh yes you did, Detective.” She wrenched open the door. “Good afternoon.”
“Ma’am.” A quarter-century on the force hadn’t made him immune to the sharp tongue of an angry woman. He ducked his head and grimaced a bit when the door shut loudly at his back.
“The man thinks we’re thieves.” Fuming, she stalked back into the parlor. It annoyed her, but didn’t surprise her, to see Andrew pouring himself a drink. “He thinks we’re bouncing around the country breaking into museums.”
  
“Would be kind of fun, wouldn’t it?”
“What?”
“Just trying to relieve the tension.” He lifted his glass. “One way or the other.”
“This isn’t a game, Andrew, and I don’t care to be smeared on a slide under a police microscope.”
“There’s nothing for him to find but the truth.”
“It’s not the end that worries me, it’s the means. We’re under investigation. The press is bound to get ahold of some of this.”
“Miranda.” He spoke softly and added an affectionate smile. “You’re sounding dangerously close to Mother.”
“There’s no reason to insult me.”
“I’m sorry—you’re right.”
“I’m going to make a pot roast,” Miranda announced as she walked toward the kitchen.
“A pot roast.” His mood lifted dramatically. “With the little potatoes and carrots?”
“You peel the potatoes. Keep me company, Andrew.” She asked as much for herself as to get him away from the bottle. “I don’t want to be alone.”
“Sure.” He set the glass down. It was empty anyway. And slipped an arm over her shoulders.
 
The meal helped, as did the preparation of it. She enjoyed cooking, and considered it another science. It was Mrs. Patch who had taught her, pleased that the young girl had shown an interest in kitchen work. It had been the warmth of that kitchen, and the company, that drew Miranda. The rest of the house had been so cold, so regimented. But Mrs. Patch had ruled in the kitchen. Even Elizabeth hadn’t dared to intrude.
More likely she hadn’t cared to, Miranda thought as she prepared for bed. She’d never known her mother to fix a meal, and that simple fact made learning how herself more appealing.
She would not be a mirror of Elizabeth.
The pot roast had done its work, she thought now. Good solid meat and potatoes, drop biscuits she’d made from scratch, conversation with Andrew. Maybe he’d had more wine with dinner than she liked, but at least he hadn’t been alone.
It had been almost a happy time. They’d tactically agreed not to discuss the Institute, or the trouble in Florence. It was much more relaxing to argue over their diverse views on music and books.
They’d always argued about them, she remembered as she tugged on her pajamas. They’d always shared views and thoughts and hopes. She doubted she would have survived childhood intact without him. They’d been each other’s anchor in a chilly sea for as long as she could remember.
She only wished she could do more to steady him now and convince him to seek help. But whenever she touched on the subject of his drinking, he only closed up. And drank more. All she could do was watch, and stand with him until he fell off the edge of the cliff he was so tenuously poised on. Then she would do what she could to help him pick up the pieces.
She climbed into bed, arranging her pillows to support her back, then picked up her volume of bedtime reading. Some might say rereading Homer wasn’t a particularly relaxing occupation. But it worked for her.
By midnight, her mind was full of Greek battles and betrayals and clear of worries. She marked her place, set the book aside, and turned off her light. In moments she was dreamlessly asleep.
Deeply enough that she didn’t hear the door open, close again. She didn’t hear the lock click smoothly into place, or the footsteps cross the room toward the bed.
She awoke with a jolt, a gloved hand hard over her mouth, another clamped firmly at her throat, and a man’s voice softly threatening in her ear.
“I could strangle you.”






PART TWO
The Thief 





All men love to appropriate the belongings
of others. It is a universal desire; only the
manner of doing it differs.
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er mind simply froze. The knife. For a hideous moment she would have sworn she felt the prick of a blade at her throat rather than the smooth grip of hands, and her body went lax with terror.
Dreaming, she must be dreaming. But she could smell leather and man, she could feel the pressure on her throat that forced her to dig deep for air, and the hand that covered her mouth to block any sound. She could see a faint outline, the shape of a head, the breadth of shoulders.
All of that blipped into her stunned brain and was processed in seconds that seemed like hours.
Not again, she promised herself. Never again.
In instinctive reaction, her right hand balled into a fist, and came off the mattress in a snap of movement. He was either faster, or a mind reader, as he shifted an instant before the blow landed. Her fist bounced harmlessly off his biceps.
“Lie still and keep quiet.” He hissed the order and added a convincing little shake. “However much I’d like to hurt you, I won’t. Your brother’s snoring at the other end of the house, so it’s unlikely he’ll hear you if you scream. Besides, you won’t scream, will you?” His fingers gentled on her throat, with a shivering caress of thumb. “It’d bruise your Yankee pride.”
She muttered something against his gloved hand. He removed it, but kept the other on her throat. “What do you want?”
“I want to kick your excellent ass from here to Chicago. Damn it, Dr. Jones, you fucked up.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” It was hard to keep her breathing under control, but she managed it. That too was pride. “Let go of me. I won’t scream.”
She wouldn’t because Andrew might hear, and might come roaring in. And whoever was currently pinning her to the bed was probably armed.
Well, she thought, this time so was she. If she could manage to get into her nightstand drawer and grab her gun.
In response, he sat on the bed beside her, and still holding her in place, reached out for the switch on the bedside lamp. She blinked rapidly against the flash of light, then stared wide-eyed, slack-jawed.
“Ryan?”
“How could you make such a stupid, sloppy, unprofessional mistake?”
He was dressed in black, snug jeans, boots, a turtleneck and bomber jacket. His face was as strikingly handsome as ever, but his eyes weren’t warm and appealing as she remembered. They were hot, impatient, and unmistakably dangerous.
“Ryan,” she managed again. “What are you doing here?”
“Trying to clean up the mess you made.”
“I see.” Perhaps he’d had some sort of . . . breakdown. It was vital to remain calm, she reminded herself, and not to alarm him. Slowly, she put a hand on his wrist and nudged his hand away from her throat. She sat up instinctively, and primly, tugging at the collar of her pajamas.
“Ryan.” She even worked up what she thought was a soothing smile. “You’re in my bedroom, in the middle of the night. How did you get in?”
  
“The way I usually get into houses that aren’t my own. I picked your locks. You really ought to have better.”
“You picked the locks.” She blinked, blinked again. He simply didn’t look like a man in the middle of a mental crisis, but one who was simmering with barely suppressed temper. “You broke into my house?” And the phrase had a ridiculous notion popping into her head. “You broke in,” she repeated.
“That’s right.” He toyed with the hair that tumbled over her shoulder. He was absolutely crazy about her hair. “It’s what I do.”
“But you’re a businessman, you’re an art patron. You’re—why, you’re not Ryan Boldari at all, are you?”
“I certainly am.” For the first time that wicked smile flashed, reaching his eyes, turning them gold and amused. “And have been since my sainted mother named me thirty-two years ago in Brooklyn. And up to my association with you, that name has stood for something.” The smile vanished into a snarl. “Reliability, perfection. The goddamn bronze was a fake.”
“The bronze?” The blood simply drained out of her face. She felt it go, drop by drop. “How do you know about the bronze?”
“I know about it because I stole the worthless piece of shit.” And cocked his head. “Or maybe you’re thinking of the bronze in Florence, the other one you screwed up. I got wind of that yesterday—after my client reamed me out for passing him a forgery. A forgery, for sweet Christ’s sake.”
Too incensed to sit, he sprang off the bed and began to pace the room. “Over twenty years without a blemish, and now this. And all because I trusted you.”
“Trusted me.” She shoved up to her knees, teeth clenched. There was no room for fear or anxiety when temper percolated so hard and fast through the bloodstream. “You stole from me, you son of a bitch.”
“So what? What I took’s worth maybe a hundred bucks as a paperweight.” He stepped closer again, annoyed that he found the hot gleam in her eyes and the angry color in her cheeks so appealing. “How many other pieces are you passing off in that museum of yours?”
She didn’t think, she acted. She was off the bed like a bullet, launching herself at him. At five-eleven, she was no flyweight, and Ryan got the full impact of her well-toned body and well-oiled temper. It was an innate affection for women that had him shifting his body to break her fall—a gesture he instantly regretted as they hit the floor. To spare both of them, he rolled over and pinned her flat.
“You stole from me.” She bucked, wriggled, and didn’t budge him an inch. “You used me. You son of a bitch, you came on to me.” Oh, and that was the worst of it. He’d flattered, romanced, and had her on the edge of slipping into temptation.
“The last was a side benefit.” He clamped her wrists with his hands to keep her from pounding his face. “You’re very attractive. It was no trouble at all.”
“You’re a thief. You’re nothing but a common thief.”
“If you think that insults me, you’re off target. I’m a really good thief. Now we can sit down and work this out, or we can lie here and keep wrestling. But I’m going to warn you that even in those incredibly ugly pajamas, you’re an appealing handful. Up to you, Miranda.”
She went very still, and he watched with reluctant admiration as her eyes went from fire to frost. “Get off me. Get the hell off me.”
“Okay.” He eased off, then nimbly rocked up to his feet. Though he offered her a hand, she slapped it away, and pushed herself up.
“If you’ve hurt Andrew—”
“Why the hell should I hurt Andrew? You’re the one who documented the bronze.”
“And you’re the one who stole it.” She snatched her robe from the foot of the bed. “What are you going to do now? Shoot me, then clean out the house?”
“I don’t shoot people. I’m a thief, not a thug.”
“Then you’re remarkably stupid. What do you think I’m going to do the moment you’re gone?” She tossed that over her shoulder as she tugged on the robe. “I’m going to pick up that phone, call Detective Cook, and tell him just who broke into the Institute.”
He merely hooked his thumbs in the front pockets of his jeans. The robe, he decided, was as amazingly unattractive as the pajamas. There was absolutely no reason why he should have to block an urge to start nibbling his way through all that flannel.
“If you call the cops, you’ll look like a fool. First, because no one would believe you. I’m not even here, Miranda. I’m in New York.” His smile spread, cocky and sure. “And there are several people who’ll be more than happy to swear to it.”
“Criminals.”
“That’s no way to talk about my friends and family. Especially when you haven’t met them. Second,” he continued while she ground her teeth, “you’d have to explain to the police why the stolen item was insured for six figures and was worth pocket change.”
“You’re lying. I authenticated that piece myself. It’s sixteenth century.”
“Yeah, and the Fiesole bronze was cast by Michelangelo.” He smirked at her. “That shut you up. Now sit down, and I’ll tell you just how we’re going to handle this.”
“I want you out of here.” She tossed up her chin. “I want you to leave this house immediately.”
“Or what?”
It was impulse, a wild one, but for once she followed the primal instinct. She made a dive, had the drawer open, and the gun at her fingertips. His hand closed over her wrist, and he cursed lightly as he yanked the gun free. With his other hand he shoved her back onto the bed.
“Do you know how many accidental shootings happen in the home because people keep loaded guns?”
He was stronger than she’d estimated. And faster. “This wouldn’t have been an accident.”
“You could hurt yourself,” he muttered, and neatly removed the clip. He pocketed it and tossed the gun back in her drawer. “Now—”
  
She made a move to get up and he placed his spread hand on her face and pushed her back.
“Sit. Stay. Listen. You owe me, Miranda.”
“I—” She almost choked. “I owe you?”
“I had a spotless record. Every time I took on a job, I satisfied the client. And this was my last one, damn it. I can’t believe I’d get to the end and have some brainy redhead sully my reputation. I had to give my client a piece out of my private collection, and refund his fee in order to satisfy our contract.”
“Record? Client? Contract?” She barely resisted tearing at her hair and screaming. “You’re a thief, for God’s sake, not an art dealer.”
“I’m not going to argue semantics with you.” He spoke calmly, a man totally in charge. “I want the little Venus, the Donatello.”
“Excuse me, you want what?”
“The small Venus that was in the display with your forged David. I could go back and take it, but that wouldn’t square the deal. I want you to get it, give it to me, and if it’s authentic, we’ll consider this matter closed.”
No amount of willpower could stop her from gaping. “You’re out of your mind.”
“If you don’t, I’ll arrange for the David to find its way on the market again. When the insurance company recovers it—and has it tested, as is routine—your incompetence will be uncovered.” He angled his head and saw by the way her brow creased that she was following the path very well. “That, on top of your recent disaster in Florence, would put a snug, and unattractive, cap on your career, Dr. Jones. I’d like to spare you that embarrassment, though I have no idea why.”
“Don’t do me any favors. You’re not blackmailing me into giving you a Donatello, or anything else. The bronze is not a fake, and you’re going to prison.”
“Just can’t admit you made a mistake, can you?”
You were so sure, weren’t you? It appears you were wrong. How will you explain it? She shuddered once before she could control it. “When I make one, I will.”
  
“The way you did in Florence?” he countered, and watched her eyes flicker. “News of that blunder’s trickling through the art world. Opinions are about fifty-fifty as to whether you doctored the tests or were just incompetent.”
“I don’t care what the opinions are.” But the statement was weak and she began to rub her arms for warmth.
“If I’d heard about it a few days earlier, I wouldn’t have risked lifting something you’d authenticated.”
“I couldn’t have made a mistake.” She closed her eyes because suddenly the thought of that was worse, much worse, than knowing he’d used her to steal. “Not that kind of a mistake. I couldn’t have.”
The quiet despair in her voice had him tucking his hands in his pockets. She looked fragile suddenly, and unbearably weary.
“Everybody makes them, Miranda. It’s part of the human condition.”
“Not in my work.” There were tears in her throat as she opened her eyes to stare at him. “I don’t make them in my work. I’m too careful. I don’t jump to conclusions. I follow procedure. I . . .” Her voice began to hitch, her chest to heave. She pressed her crossed hands between her breasts to try to control the hot tears that rose inside her like a tide.
“Okay, hold on. Let’s not get emotional.”
“I’m not going to cry. I’m not going to cry.” She repeated it over and over, like a mantra.
“There’s good news. This is business, Miranda.” Those big blue eyes were wet and brilliant. And distracting. “Let’s keep it on that level, and we’ll both be happier.”
“Business.” She rubbed the back of her hand over her mouth, relieved that the absurdity of the statement had stemmed the tide of tears. “All right, Mr. Boldari. Business. You say the bronze is a fake. I say it’s not. You say I won’t report this to the police. I say I will. What are you going to do about it?”
He studied her a moment. In his line of work—both of them—he had to be a quick and accurate judge of people. It was easy to see that she would stand by her testing, and that she’d call the police. The second part didn’t worry him overmuch, but it would cause some inconvenience.
“Okay, get dressed.”
“Why?”
“We’ll go to the lab—you can test it again, in front of me, satisfy the first level of business.”
“It’s two in the morning.”
“So we won’t be interrupted. Unless you want to go in your pajamas, get some clothes on.”
“I can’t test what I don’t have.”
“I have it.” He gestured toward the leather bag he’d set just inside the door. “I brought it with me, with the idea of ramming it down your throat. But reason prevailed. Dress warm,” he suggested, and sat comfortably in her armchair. “The temperature’s dropped.”
“I’m not taking you into the Institute.”
“You’re a logical woman. Be logical. I have the bronze and your reputation in my hands. You want a chance of getting the first back and salvaging the second. I’m giving it to you.” He waited a moment to let that sink in. “I’ll give you the time to test it, but I’m going to be right there, breathing down your neck when you do. That’s the deal, Dr. Jones. Be smart. Take the deal.”
She needed to know, didn’t she? To be sure. And once she was sure, she would toss him to the police before he could blink those pretty eyes of his.
She could handle him, she decided. The fact was, her pride demanded she take the opportunity to do just that. “I’m not going to change clothes in front of you.”
“Dr. Jones, if I had sex on my mind, we’d have dealt with that when we were on the floor. Business,” he said again. “And you’re not getting out of my sight until we’ve concluded it.”
“I really hate you.” She said it with such loathing he saw no cause to doubt her word. But he smiled to himself as she shut herself into the closet and hangers began to rattle.
 
She was a scientist, an educated woman with unimpeachable breeding and an unblemished reputation. She had had papers published in a dozen important science and art journals. Newsweek had done an article on her. She’d lectured at Harvard and had spent three months as a guest professor at Oxford.
It wasn’t possible that she was driving through the chilly Maine night with a thief, intending to break into her own lab and conduct clandestine tests on a stolen bronze.
She hit the brakes and swung her car to the shoulder of the road. “I can’t do this. It’s ridiculous, not to mention illegal. I’m calling the police.”
“Fine.” Ryan merely shrugged as she reached for her car phone. “You do that, sweetheart. And you explain to them what you’re doing with a worthless hunk of metal you tried to pass off as a work of art. Then you can explain to the insurance company—you’ve already made a claim, haven’t you?—how it happens you expected them to pay you five hundred grand for a fake. One you authenticated, personally.”
“It’s not a fake,” she said between her teeth, but she didn’t punch in 911.
“Prove it.” His grin flashed in the dark. “To me, Dr. Jones, and to yourself. If you do . . . we’ll negotiate.”
“Negotiate, my ass. You’re going to jail,” she told him, and shifted in her seat so they were face-to-face. “I’m going to see to it.”
“First things first.” Amused, he reached out and gave her chin a friendly pinch. “Call your security. Tell them you and your brother are coming in to do some work in the lab.”
“I’m not involving Andrew.”
“Andrew’s already involved. Just make the call. Use whatever excuse you like. You couldn’t sleep, so you decided to get some work done while it’s quiet. Go on, Miranda. You want to know the truth, don’t you?”
“I know the truth. You wouldn’t know it if it jumped up and bit you.”
“You lose a little of that high-society cool when you’re pissed off.” He leaned forward, kissed her lightly before she could shove him back. “I like it.”
  
“Keep your hands off me.”
“That wasn’t my hands.” He took her shoulders, caressed. “Those were my hands. Make the call.”
She elbowed him aside, and jabbed in the number. The cameras would be on, she thought. He’d never pass as Andrew, so they were finished before they began. Her security chief, if he had any sense at all, would call the police. All she’d have to do was tell her story, and Ryan Boldari would be cuffed and penned and out of her life.
“This is Dr. Miranda Jones,” she slapped out as Ryan patted her knee in approval. “My brother and I are on our way in. Yes, to work. With all the confusion of the last few days, I’m behind in my lab work. We should be there in about ten minutes. We’ll use the main door. Thank you.”
She disconnected, sniffed. She had him now, she decided, and he’d turned the key himself. “They’re expecting me, and will switch off the alarm when I get there.”
“Fine.” He stretched out his legs as she pulled onto the road again. “I’m doing this for you, you know.”
“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.”
“No thanks necessary.” He waved them away, grinning while she snarled. “Really. Despite all the trouble you’ve caused me, I like you.”
“Why, I’m all aflutter.”
“See? You’ve got style—not to mention a mouth that just begs to be savored over long hours in the dark. I really regretted not having more time with that mouth of yours.”
Her hands tightened on the wheel. The hitch in her breathing was fury. She wouldn’t allow it to be anything else. “You’ll have more time, Ryan,” she said sweetly. “This mouth of mine is going to chew you up and spit you out before we’re done.”
“I look forward to it. This is a nice area.” He made the comment conversationally as she followed the coast road into town. “Windswept, dramatic, lonely, but with culture and civilization close at hand. It suits you. The house came down through your family, I take it.”
She didn’t answer. However ludicrous her actions, she wasn’t about to add to them by holding a conversation with him.
“It’s enviable,” he continued, unoffended. “The heritage, and the money, of course. But beyond the privilege it’s the name, you know? The Joneses of Maine. Just reeks of class.”
“Unlike the Boldaris of Brooklyn,” she muttered, but that only made him laugh.
“Oh, we reek of other things. You’d like my family. It’s impossible not to. And what, I wonder, would they make of you, Dr. Jones?”
“Perhaps we’ll meet at your trial.”
“Still determined to bring me to justice.” He appreciated her profile almost as much as the shadows of ragged rocks, the quick glimpses of dark sea. “I’ve been in this game for twenty years, darling. I’ve no intention of making a misstep on the eve of my retirement.”
“Once a thief, always a thief.”
“Oh, in the heart, I agree with you. But indeed . . .” He sighed. “Once I clear my record, I’m done. If you hadn’t messed things up, I’d be taking a well-deserved vacation on St. Bart’s right now.”
“How tragic for you.”
“Yeah, well.” He moved his shoulders again. “I can still salvage a few days.” He unhooked his seat belt, and turned to reach into the backseat for the bag he’d tossed there.
“What are you doing?”
“Nearly there.” He whistled lightly as he took out a ski cap and pulled it down low over his head until his hair was concealed. Next came a long black scarf of cashmere that he wrapped around his neck and over the lower part of his face.
“You can try to alert the guards,” he began, flipping down the visor to check the result in the vanity mirror. “But if you do you won’t see the bronze, or me again. You play it straight, go in, head to the lab just like you would normally, and we’ll be fine. Andrew’s a little taller than I am,” he considered as he unrolled a long, dark coat. “Shouldn’t matter. They’ll see what they expect to see. People always do.”
When she pulled into the parking lot, she had to admit he was right. He was so anonymous in the cold weather gear that no one would look twice at him. More, when they got out of the car and started toward the main entrance, she realized she might have taken him for Andrew herself.
The body language, the gait, the slight hunch in the shoulders were perfect.
She yanked her card through the slot with one irritable flick of the wrist. After a pause, she punched in her code. She imagined herself making wild faces at the camera, tackling Ryan and pounding her fists into his smug face while the guards scrambled. Instead, she tapped her key card lightly against her palm and waited for the buzzer to sound and the locks to open.
Ryan opened the doors himself, laying one brotherly hand on her shoulder. He kept his head down, muttering to her as they walked in. “No detours, Dr. Jones. You don’t really want the trouble, or the publicity.”
“What I want is the bronze.”
“You’re about to get it. Temporarily at least.”
He kept his hand on her shoulder, guiding her down the corridors, down the stairs, to the lab doors. Again, she keyed them in. “You won’t be walking out of here with my property.”
He turned on the lights. “Run your tests,” he suggested, peeling out of his coat. “You’re wasting time.” He kept his gloves on to take out the bronze and hand it to her. “I do know something about authenticating, Dr. Jones, and I’ll be watching you closely.”
And this, he told himself, was one of the biggest risks of his long career. Coming here, with her. He’d boxed himself in, and was damned if he could rationalize the reason. Oh, coming back was one thing, he thought as he watched her take a pair of wire-rim glasses out of a drawer and slip them on.
He’d been right about that, he mused. The sexy scholar. Tucking that thought away, he made himself comfortable while she took the bronze to a workstation for an extraction.
His reputation, his pride—which were one and the same—were at stake.
The job, which should have been a nice, tidy, and uneventful close to his career, had ended up costing him a great deal of trouble, money, and loss of face.
But what he should have done, and had intended to do, was confront her, threaten her, blackmail her into offsetting his losses, and walk away.
He hadn’t been able to resist outwitting her. He had no doubt in his mind she intended to slant the tests in her favor, to try to convince him that the bronze was genuine. And when she did, it was going to cost her.
He thought the Cellini would be fair payment for his indulgence. The Institute, he decided, slipping his hands in his pockets as he watched her work, was about to make a generous donation to the Boldari Gallery.
It was going to kill her.
Her brows were knit as she straightened from the microscope. There was a twist in her stomach that no longer had anything to do with anger or with irritated arousal. She didn’t speak at all, but made notes in a steady hand.
She took another scraping from the bronze, both the patina and the metal now, put it on a slide and studied that in turn. Her face was pale and set as she placed the bronze on a scale, took additional notes.
“I need to test the corrosion level, take X rays for the tool work.”
“Fine. Let’s go.” He moved through the lab with her, imagining just where he would display the Cellini. The little bronze Venus she would give him would go into his own collection, but the Cellini was for the gallery, for the public, and would add a nice splash of prestige to his business.
He pulled a slim cigar out of his pocket, reached for his lighter.
“No smoking in here,” she snapped.
He merely clamped it between his teeth and lighted it. “Call a cop,” he suggested. “How about some coffee?”
  
“Leave me alone. Be quiet.”
The twist in her stomach was sharper now, and spread like acid as the minutes ticked away. She followed procedure to the letter. But she already knew.
She heated the clay, waiting, praying for the flash of light from the crystals. And had to bite her lip to hold back the gasp. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.
But when she held the X ray up, saw her instincts confirmed, her fingers were icy cold.
“Well?” He arched a brow, and waited for the con.
“This bronze is a forgery.” Because her legs were weak, she sat on a stool and missed the flicker of surprise in his eyes. “The formula, as far as I can tell with preliminary tests, is correct. The patina, however, has been recently applied, and the corrosion levels are inconsistent with those of a bronze of the sixteenth century. The tool work is wrong. It’s well done,” she continued, with one hand unconsciously pressed hard against her churning stomach. “But it’s not authentic.”
“Well, well, Dr. Jones,” he murmured, “you surprise me.”
“This is not the bronze I authenticated three years ago.”
He tucked his thumbs in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “You screwed up, Miranda. You’re going to have to face it.”
“This is not the bronze,” she repeated, and her spine snapped straight as she pushed off the stool. “I don’t know what you thought you could prove, bringing me this forgery, taking us through this ridiculous charade.”
“That’s the bronze I took from the South Gallery,” he said evenly, “and one I took on your reputation, Doctor. So let’s cut the bullshit, and deal.”
“I’m not dealing with you.” She snatched up the bronze and shoved it at him. “You think you can break in my home, then try to pass this obvious fake off as my property so that I’ll give you something else? You’re a lunatic.”
“I stole this bronze in good faith.”
“Oh for God’s sake—I’m calling security.”
He grabbed her arm, shoved her roughly against the counter. “Look, sweetheart. I went through this little game against my better judgment. Now it’s done. Maybe you weren’t trying to pass anything off. Maybe it was an honest mistake, but—”
“I didn’t make a mistake. I don’t make mistakes.”
“Does the name Fiesole ring a bell?”
The angry flush died out of her cheeks. Her eyes unfocused, went glassy. For a moment he thought she’d slip through his hold like water. If she was feigning distress, he realized he’d underestimated her.
“I didn’t make a mistake,” she repeated, but now her voice shook. “I can prove it. I have the records, my notes, the X rays and results for the tests on the original bronze.”
The vulnerability got to him, enough for him to let her go as she twisted. He shook his head and followed her into a room lined with file cabinets.
“The weight was wrong,” she said quickly, as she fumbled with keys to unlock a drawer. “The scraping I took didn’t jibe, but the weight—I knew it was wrong as soon as I picked it up. It was too heavy but— Where the hell is the file?”
“Miranda—”
“It was too heavy, just slightly too heavy, and the patina, it’s close but it’s not right. It’s just not right. Even if you’d miss that, you couldn’t possibly mistake the corrosion levels. You can’t mistake them.”
Babbling now, she slammed the drawer shut, unlocked another, then another.
“It’s not here. The files aren’t here. They’re missing.” Fighting for calm, she closed the drawer. “The pictures, the notes, the reports, everything on the bronze David is missing. You took them.”
“To what purpose?” he asked, with what he considered saintly patience. “Look, if I could get in here and take a fake, I could have taken anything I wanted. What would be the point in going through this routine, Miranda?”
“I have to think. Just be quiet. I have to think.” She pressed her hands to her mouth and paced. Logical, be logical, she ordered herself. Deal with the facts.
  
He’d stolen the bronze, and the bronze was fake. What was the point in stealing a fake, then bringing it back? None, none at all. If it had been genuine, why would he be here? He wouldn’t. Therefore, the story he’d told her, however absurd, was true.
She’d tested it, and agreed with his conclusions.
Had she made a mistake? Oh God, had she made a mistake?
No. Logic, not emotion, she reminded herself. She made herself stop her erratic movements and stand perfectly still.
Logic, when properly applied, was amazingly simple.
“Someone beat you to it,” she said quietly. “Someone beat you to it and replaced it with a forgery.”
She turned to him, seeing by the considering look on his face that he was likely reaching the same conclusion.
“Well, Dr. Jones, it looks like we’ve both gotten that kick in the ass.” He angled his head to study her. “What are we going to do about it?”
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iranda decided to accept that it was a day for abnormal behavior when she found herself sitting in a truck stop off Route 1 at six A.M.
Their waitress brought them a pot of coffee, two thick brown mugs, and a pair of laminated menus.
“What are we doing here?”
Ryan poured, sniffed, sipped, then sighed. “Now that’s coffee.”
“Boldari, what are we doing here?”
“Having breakfast.” He kicked back and studied the menu.
She took a deep breath. “It’s six o’clock in the morning. I’ve had a difficult night, and I’m tired. I have some serious thinking to do and I don’t have time to sit in some truck stop trading witticisms with a thief.”
“So far you haven’t been that witty. But as you said, you’ve had a difficult night. Are you going to run into anyone you know here?”
“Of course not.”
“Exactly. We need to eat, and we need to talk.” He set his menu down and shot a smile at their waitress when she came over, pad in hand. “I’ll go for the half-stack of hot-cakes, eggs over easy, and side of bacon, please.”
“You got it, cap’n. How ’bout you, honey?”
“I. . .” Resigned, Miranda squinted and scanned the menu in search of something nonlethal. “Just the, um, oatmeal. Do you have skim milk for that?”
“I’ll see what I can do, and be back to you in a jiff.”
“Okay, let’s outline our situation,” Ryan continued. “Three years ago you acquired a small bronze statue of David. My research indicates this came through your father, from a private dig outside of Rome.”
“Your research is correct. The majority of the finds were donated to the National Museum in Rome. He brought the David home for the Institute. For study and authentication, and display.”
“And you studied it, you authenticated it.”
“Yes.”
“Who worked with you?”
“Without my notes I can’t be sure.”
“Just try to picture it.”
“It was three years ago.” Because her mind was fuzzy, she tried the coffee. It was like sipping lightning. “Andrew, of course,” she began. “He was very fond of that piece. It appealed to him. I think he might have done sketches of it. My father was in and out of the lab, checking the progress of the testing. He was pleased with the results. John Carter,” she added, rubbing an ache in the center of her forehead. “He’s lab manager.”
“So he’d have had access to it. Who else?”
“Almost anyone working in the lab during that period. It wasn’t a priority project.”
“How many work in the lab?”
“Anywhere from twelve to fifteen, depending.”
“All of them have access to the files?”
“No.” She paused as their breakfasts were served. “Not all the assistants and techs would have keys.”
“Trust me, Miranda. Keys are overrated.” He flashed that smile again as he topped off their coffee. “We’ll assume that anyone who worked in the lab had access to the files. You’ll need to get a list of names from personnel.”
“Will I really?”
“You want to find it? You’ve got a three-year time span,” he explained. “From the time you authenticated the piece until I relieved you of the forgery. Whoever replaced it had to have access to the original to make the copy. The smartest, simplest way to do that would be to make a silicon mold, a wax reproduction from that.”
“I imagine you know all about forgeries,” she said with a sniff, as she spooned up oatmeal.
“Only what a man in my field—fields—needs to know. You’d need the original to make the mold,” he continued, so obviously unoffended she wondered why she bothered to snipe at him. “The most efficient way to do that would be to make it while the bronze was still in the lab. Once it’s displayed, you’ve got to get around security—and yours is pretty good.”
“Thank you so much. This isn’t skim milk,” she complained, frowning at the little pitcher the waitress had brought with the oatmeal.
“Live dangerously.” He dashed salt on his eggs. “Here’s how I see it. Someone in the lab at that time saw the way your tests were leaning. It’s a nice little piece, one a collector would pay a fair price for. So this person, maybe he has debts or he’s pissed off at you or your family, maybe he’s just decided to try his luck. He makes the mold some night. It’s not a complicated process, and he’s already in a lab. Nothing easier. If he doesn’t know how to cast it himself, he certainly knows someone who does. More, he knows how to make the bronze appear to be, on the surface, several centuries old. When it’s done, he switches the pieces—likely just before it’s moved to display. Nobody’s the wiser.”
“It couldn’t have been done on impulse. It takes time, it takes planning.”
“I’m not saying it was impulse. But it wouldn’t have taken that much time, either. How long was the bronze in the lab?”
“I don’t know for sure. Two weeks, maybe three.”
  
“More than enough.” Ryan gestured with a slice of bacon before biting it. “If I were you, I’d run tests on some of my other pieces.”
“Others?” She didn’t know why it hadn’t occurred to her, not when it hit her now with such force. “Oh God.”
“He did it once, and did it well enough to pull it off. Why not do it again? Don’t look so devastated, darling. I’m going to help you.”
“Help me.” She pressed her fingers to her gritty eyes. “Why?”
“Because I want that bronze. After all, I guaranteed it to my client.”
She dropped her hands. “You’re going to help me get it back so you can steal it again?”
“I’ve got a vested interest. Finish your breakfast. We’ve got work to do.” He picked up his coffee and grinned at her. “Partner.”
 
Partner. The word made her shudder. Perhaps she was too tired to think clearly, but at the moment she couldn’t see her way to recovering her property without him.
He’d used her, she remembered as she unlocked the front door of her house. Now, she would use him. Then she would see that he spent the next twenty years of his life taking group showers in a federal installation.
“You expecting anyone today? Housekeeper, cable guy, appliance repairman?”
“No. The cleaning company comes on Tuesdays and Fridays.”
“Cleaning company.” He took off his jacket. “You won’t get homey casseroles and sage advice from cleaning companies. You need a housekeeper named Mabel who wears a white bib apron and sensible shoes.”
“The cleaning company is efficient, and unobtrusive.”
“Too bad. Andrew’s left for work by now.” He noted by his watch it was eight-fifteen. “What time does your assistant get in?”
“Lori gets in by nine, usually a bit before.”
“You’ll need to call her—got her home number?”
  
“Yes, but—”
“Give her a call, tell her you’re not going to make it in today.”
“Of course I’m going in. I have meetings.”
“She’ll cancel them.” He moved into the parlor and made himself at home by stacking kindling for a fire. “Tell her to get copies of personnel records for the lab, going back three years. It’s the best place to start. Have her shoot them to your computer here.”
He lighted the starter and within seconds the kindling was crackling. She said nothing as he chose two logs from the woodbox, and placed them on the flaming kindling with the efficiency of an Eagle Scout.
When he rose, turned, her smile was as sharp and unfriendly as an unsheathed blade. “Is there anything else I can do?”
“Honey, you’re going to have to take orders a bit more cheerfully. Somebody’s got to be in charge, you know.”
“And you’re in charge.”
“That’s right.” He crossed over to her, took her by the shoulders. “I know a lot more about larceny than you do.”
“Most people wouldn’t consider that an attribute for leadership.”
“Most people aren’t trying to catch a thief.” His gaze roamed down, lingered on her mouth.
“Don’t even think about it.”
“I never censor my thoughts. It gives you ulcers. We could enjoy this . . . association a lot more if you were a little friendlier.”
“Friendlier?”
“More flexible.” He drew her closer. “In certain areas.”
She let her body bump lightly against his, allowed her lashes to flutter. “Such as?”
“Well, for starters . . .” He lowered his head, drew in her scent, anticipated that first taste. And his breath whooshed out in a pained rush as her fist plowed into his stomach.
“I told you to keep your hands off of me.”
“So you did.” With a slow nod, he rubbed his gut. Another few inches to the south, he thought, and her fist would have unmanned him. “You’ve got a good, solid punch, Dr. Jones.”
“Be grateful I pulled it, Boldari.” Though she hadn’t, not by an inch. “Or you’d be on your hands and knees whistling for air. I take it we understand each other on this point.”
“Perfectly. Make the call, Miranda. And let’s get to work.”
She did what he asked because it made sense. The only way to proceed was to begin, and to begin you needed a starting point.
By nine-thirty, she was in her home office, calling up data on her desktop.
The room was as efficient as her office at the Institute, if slightly cozier. Ryan had lighted a fire there as well, though she didn’t consider it cold enough to indulge in one. Flames crackled cheerfully in the stone hearth; the late-winter sun beamed through the curtains he’d swept back.
They sat hip to hip at her desk, scanning names.
“Looks like you had an unusually large turnover about eighteen months ago,” he pointed out.
“Yes. My mother revamped her lab in Florence. Several staff members transferred there, or moved from there to the Institute.”
“I’m surprised you didn’t jump at it.”
“At what?”
“A move to Florence.”
She shot the file to the printer. A hard copy would mean she didn’t have to sit next to him. “It wasn’t an option. Andrew and I run the Institute. My mother runs Standjo.”
“I see.” And he thought he did. “Some friction between you and Mama?”
“My family relationships are none of your concern.”
“More than some friction, I’d say. How about your father?”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Are you Daddy’s little girl?”
She laughed before she could stop herself, then rose to retrieve the printout. “I’ve never been anyone’s little girl.”
“That’s too bad,” he said, and meant it.
“My family isn’t the issue here.” She sat on the raspberry-colored love seat and tried to concentrate on the names that kept blurring in front of her tired eyes.
“They could be. Yours is a family-run business. Maybe someone took a shot at your family by taking the bronze.”
“Your Italian’s showing,” she said dryly, and made him smile.
“The Irish are every bit as interested in revenge, darling. Tell me about the people on the list.”
“John Carter. Lab manager. Got his doctorate from Duke. He’s worked at the Institute for sixteen years. Oriental art is his primary interest.”
“No, get personal. Is he married? Does he pay alimony? Gamble, drink his lunch, dress in women’s clothes on Saturday night?”
“Don’t be ridiculous.” She tried to sit up straight, then gave in and curled up her legs. “He’s married, no divorces. Two children. I think the oldest just started college.”
“Takes a lot of money to raise kids, send them to college.” He scanned across, noted the annual salary. “He makes a decent living, but decent doesn’t satisfy everyone.”
“His wife’s a lawyer, and likely makes more than he does. Money isn’t a problem for them.”
“Money’s always a problem. What kind of car does he drive?”
“I don’t have any idea.”
“How does he dress?”
She started to sigh, but thought she saw what he was getting at. “Old jackets and silly ties,” she began, closing her eyes to try to bring her lab manager into focus. “No flash—though his wife bought him a Rolex for their twentieth anniversary.” She stifled a yawn and snuggled down a little farther into the cushions. “He wears the same shoes every day. Hush Puppies. When they’re ready to fall off his feet, he buys another pair.”
“Take a nap, Miranda.”
  
“I’m all right. Who’s next?” She forced her eyes open. “Oh, Elise. My brother’s ex-wife.”
“Ugly divorce?”
“I don’t imagine they’re ever pretty, but she was very gentle with him. She was John’s assistant here, then transferred to Florence. She’s lab manager for my mother. She and Andrew met at the Institute—in fact, I introduced them. He fell like a tree. They were married six months later.” She yawned again, and didn’t bother to stifle it.
“How long did it last?”
“A couple of years. They seemed very happy for most of it, then it just started to fall apart.”
“What did she want? Snazzy clothes, European vacations, a big, fancy house?”
“She wanted his attention,” Miranda mumbled, and pillowed her head on her hands. “She wanted him to stay sober and focused on their marriage. It’s the Jones curse. We just can’t do it. We’re relationship-jinxed. I have to rest my eyes a minute.”
“Sure, go ahead.”
He went back to studying the list. Right now they were just names on a page to him. He intended for them to be a great deal more. Before it was done, he would know the intimate details. Bank balances. Vices. Habits.
And to that list he added three names: Andrew Jones, Charles Jones, and Elizabeth Standford-Jones.
He rose, then bent down to slip her glasses off, lay them on the table beside her. She didn’t look like an innocent young girl in sleep, he decided. But like an exhausted woman.
Moving quietly, he took the chenille throw from the back of the love seat and tossed it over her. He’d let her sleep an hour or two, recharge her mind and her body.
Somewhere inside her were the answers, he was sure of it. She was the link.
While she slept he made a call to New York. There was no point in having a brother who was a genius with computers if you didn’t use him once in a while.
“Patrick? It’s Ryan.” He eased back in the chair and watched Miranda sleep. “I’ve got several things on my plate here, and a little hacker job I don’t have time to deal with. Interested?” He laughed. “Yeah, it pays.”
 
Church bells were ringing. The music of them echoed over the red-tiled roofs and out to the distant hills. The air was warm, the sky as blue as the inside of a wish.
But in the dank basement of the villa, the shadows were thick. She shivered once as she pried off the stair tread. It was there, she knew it was there.
Waiting for her.
Wood splintered as she hacked at it. Hurry. Hurry. Her breath began to wheeze in her lungs, sweat dripped nastily down her back. And her hands trembled as she reached for it, drew it out of the dark and played her flashlight over the features.
Uplifted arms, generous breasts, a seductive tumble of hair. The bronze was glossy, without the blue-green patina of age. She could trace her fingers over it and feel the chill of the metal.
Then there was harpsong and the light laughter of a woman. The eyes of the statue took on life and luster, the bronze mouth smiled and said her name.
Miranda.
She awoke with a jolt, her heart galloping. For a moment she would have sworn she smelled perfume—floral and strong. And could hear the faint echo of harp strings.
But it was the buzzer on the front door that sounded, repeatedly and with some impatience. Shaken, Miranda tossed back the throw and hurried out of the room.
It was surprising enough to see Ryan at the open front door. But it was a shock to the heart to see her father standing on the doorstep.
“Father.” She cleared the sleep out of her voice and tried again. “Hello. I didn’t know you were coming to Maine.”
“Just got in.” He was a tall man, trim, browned by the sun. His hair was full and thick and shiny as polished steel. It matched his trim beard and moustache and suited his narrow face.
  
His eyes—the same deep blue as his daughter’s—peered out of the lenses of wire-rim glasses and studied Ryan.
“I see you have company. I hope I’m not intruding.”
Sizing up the situation quickly, Ryan offered a hand. “Dr. Jones, what a pleasure. Rodney J. Pettebone. I’m an associate of your daughter’s—and a friend, I hope. Just in from London,” he continued, stepping back and drawing Charles neatly inside. He glanced toward the stairs where Miranda continued to stand, staring at him as if he’d grown two heads.
“Miranda’s been kind enough to give me a bit of her time while I’m here. Miranda dear.” He held out a hand and a ridiculously adoring smile.
She wasn’t sure which baffled her more, the puppy dog smile or the upper-crust British accent that was rolling off his tongue as if he’d been born a royal.
“Pettebone?” Charles frowned as Miranda stood stiff and still as one of her bronzes. “Roger’s boy.”
“No, he’s my uncle.”
“Uncle? I didn’t realize Roger had siblings.”
“Half brother, Clarence. My father. Can I take your coat, Dr. Jones?”
“Yes, thank you. Miranda, I was just at the Institute. I was told you weren’t feeling well today.”
“I was— A headache. Nothing . . .”
“We’ve been caught, darling.” Ryan moved up the stairs to take her hand, squeezing it hard enough to rub bone. “I’m sure your father will understand.”
“No,” Miranda said, definitely, “he won’t.”
“It’s completely my fault, Dr. Jones. I only have a few days in the country.” He accented this by kissing Miranda’s fingers lovingly. “I’m afraid I persuaded your daughter to take the day off. She’s helping me with my research on Flemish art of the seventeenth century. I’d be nowhere without her.”
“I see.” Obvious disapproval flickered in Charles’s eyes. “I’m afraid—”
“I was about to make some tea.” Miranda interrupted neatly. She needed a moment to realign her thoughts. “If you’ll excuse us, Father. Why don’t you wait in the parlor? It won’t take long. Rodney, you’ll give me a hand, won’t you?”
“Love to.” He beamed a smile when she returned the vise squeeze on his hand.
“Have you lost your mind?” she hissed as she slammed through the kitchen door. “Rodney J. Pettebone? Who the hell is that?”
“At the moment, I am. I’m not here, remember?” He pinched her chin.
“You gave my father the impression we were playing hooky, for God’s sake.” She grabbed the kettle from the stove and took it to the sink. “Not only that, but that we were spending the day playing patty-cake.”
“Patty-cake.” He just couldn’t resist it, and wrapped his arms around her back to hug. He didn’t even mind the elbow in the ribs. “You’re so cute, Miranda.”
“I am not cute, and I am not happy with this ridiculous lie.”
“Well, I suppose I could have told him I’m the one who stole the bronze. Then we could explain to him how it’s a forgery and the Institute is now hip-deep in insurance fraud. Somehow I think the fact that you’re playing patty-cake with some British twit is more palatable.”
Teeth clenched, she warmed the teapot. “Why a British twit, for God’s sake?”
“Just came to me. I thought he might be your type.” He smiled engagingly when she sent a withering look over her shoulder. “The point is, Miranda, your father’s here, he’s been to the Institute, he obviously wants some answers. You have to figure out just which answers to give him.”
“You don’t think I know that? Do I look stupid?”
“Not at all, but I’d say you’re an inherently honest person. Lying takes skill. What you have to do here is give him everything you knew up until the point where I joined you in bed this morning.”
“I could have figured that out for myself, Rodney.” But her stomach was already busy tying itself into knots over the lie.
  
“You’ve had less than three hours’ sleep. You’re sluggish. Where are your cups?” He reached into a cupboard.
“No, don’t use the everyday.” She waved an absent hand. “Get the good china out of the breakfront in the dining room.”
He lifted his brows. Good china was for company, not for family. It gave him another insight into Miranda Jones. “I’ll get two. I believe Rodney perceives your father wants to have a private chat with you.”
“Coward,” she muttered.
She arranged the pot, the cups, the saucers meticulously on the tray, and tried not to be annoyed that Ryan had gone up the back steps and left her to deal with it alone. She squared her shoulders, lifted the tray, and carried it out to the parlor, where her father stood in front of the fireplace, reading from a small leather notebook.
He was so handsome, was all she could think. Tall and straight and tanned, his hair shining. When she was very young, she’d thought he looked like a picture out of a fairy tale. Not a prince or a knight, but a wizard. So wise and dignified.
She’d so desperately wanted him to love her. To give her piggyback rides and cuddle her in his lap, to tuck the blankets around her at night and tell her foolish stories.
Instead, she’d had to settle for a mild and often absent kind of affection. No one had ever given her piggyback rides or told her foolish stories.
She sighed the sorrow of that away and continued into the room. “I asked Rodney to give us a few minutes alone,” she began. “I imagine you want to talk to me about the burglary.”
“Yes, I do. It’s very upsetting, Miranda.”
“Yes, we’re all very upset.” She set the tray down, settled into a chair, and poured out as she had been taught. “The police are investigating. We have hopes to recover the bronze.”
“In the meantime, the publicity is damaging for the Institute. Your mother is distressed, and I’ve had to leave my project at a very key time to come here.”
  
“There was no reason for you to come.” Hands steady, she held out his cup. “Everything’s being done that can be done.”
“Obviously our security is not at an acceptable level. Your brother is responsible for that.”
“This isn’t Andrew’s fault.”
“We put the Institute in his hands, and yours,” he reminded her, and idly sipped his tea.
“He’s doing a marvelous job. Class attendance is up ten percent, gate receipts have increased. The quality of our acquisitions over the past five years has been astonishing.”
Oh, and it galled so to have to defend and justify when the man across from her had walked away from the responsibilities of the Institute as easily as he had the responsibilities of family.
“The Institute was never one of your priorities.” She said it mildly, knowing he would only tune out anger. “You preferred fieldwork. Andrew and I have put all our time and energy into it.”
“And now we have our first theft in more than a generation. It can’t be overlooked, Miranda.”
“No, but the time and sweat and work and the improvements we’ve made, they can be overlooked.”
“No one’s faulting your enthusiasm.” He waved it aside. “However, this must be dealt with. And with the negative publicity from your misstep in Florence added to it, it leaves us in a difficult position.”
“My misstep,” she murmured. How like him to use some limp euphemism for a crisis. “I did everything I was required to do in Florence. Everything.” When she felt the emotion spurting up, she swallowed it and met him on the dispassionate level he expected. “If I could see the results of the retesting, I could analyze my own results and determine where the mistakes were made.”
“That’s something you have to take up with your mother. Though I can tell you, she’s very displeased. If the press hadn’t been notified—”
“I never talked to the press.” She rose now, unable to sit, unable to pretend she was calm. “I never discussed The Dark Lady with anyone outside of the lab. Damn it, why would I?”
He paused a moment, set his teacup aside. He hated confrontations, disliked messy emotions that interfered with smooth production. He was well aware that there were floods of those messy emotions simmering inside his daughter. He’d never been able to understand where they came from.
“I believe you.”
“And to be accused— What?”
“I believe you. While you may be headstrong and often wrong-minded in my opinion, I’ve never known you to be dishonest. If you tell me you didn’t speak to the press about this matter, then I believe you.”
“I—” The back of her throat burned. “Thank you.”
“It hardly changes the situation, however. The publicity must be downplayed. Through circumstances, you’re at the center of the storm, so to speak. Your mother and I believe it would be best if you took an extended leave.”
The tears that had swum into her eyes dried up. “I’ve already discussed that with her. And I’ve told her I won’t hide from this. I’ve done nothing.”
“What you’ve done or haven’t done isn’t the issue. Until both of these matters are resolved, your presence at the Institute is detrimental.”
He brushed off the knees of his slacks, then stood. “Starting today, you’re to take a month personal leave. If necessary, you may go in, clear up any pending business, but it would be best if you do that from here, within the next forty-eight hours.”
“You might as well paint a G for guilty on my forehead.”
“You’re overreacting, as usual.”
“And you’re walking away, as usual. Well, I know where I stand. Alone.” Though it was humiliating, she tried one last time. “Once, just once, couldn’t you take my side?”
“This isn’t a matter of sides, Miranda. And it’s not a personal attack. This is what’s best for everyone involved, and for both the Institute and Standjo.”
“It hurts me.”
He cleared his throat, and avoided her eyes. “I’m sure once you have time to think it through, you’ll agree this is the most logical course to take. I’ll be at the Regency until tomorrow if you need to reach me.”
“I’ve never been able to reach you,” she said quietly. “I’ll get your coat.”
Because he felt some regret, he followed her into the foyer. “You should take this time, do a little traveling. Get some sun. Perhaps your, ah, young man would join you.”
“My what?” She took his coat out of the closet, then glanced up the stairs. And began to laugh. “Oh sure.” She had to wipe at her eyes, even as she recognized the jittery onset of hysteria. “I bet old Rodney would just love to go traveling with me.”
She waved her father out of the house, then sat on the bottom step and laughed like a loon—until she started to weep.
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A
man who had three sisters knew all about women’s tears. There were the slow, rather lovely ones that could slide down a female cheek like small, liquid diamonds and reduce a man to begging. There were hot, angry ones that spurted out of a woman’s eyes like clear fire and induced a wise man to run for cover.
And there were those that were hidden so deep in the heart that when they broke loose and stormed free they were a deluge of pain beyond any man’s comfort.
So he let her be, let her curl into herself on the bottom step while those heart-born tears raged. He knew that the hurt that spawned such a flood closed her off. All he could do was give her privacy, and wait.
When those harsh, ripping sobs quieted, he walked down the hall, opened the closet, and pushed through until he found a jacket. “Here.” He held it out to her. “Let’s get some air.”
She stared at him out of swollen and confused eyes. She’d simply forgotten he was there. “What?”
“Let’s get some air,” he repeated, and because she was still largely helpless, he pulled her to her feet. He slid the jacket over her arms, turned her, and efficiently fastened the buttons.
“I’d prefer to be alone.” She tried for coolness, but her throat was still raw, and she fell far short.
“You’ve been alone long enough.” He grabbed his own jacket, shrugged it on, then pulled her out the front door.
The air was bracing, the sun strong enough to sting her sore eyes. Humiliation was beginning to seep through. Tears were useless enough, she thought, but at least when they were private no one saw your control fail.
“This is a great spot,” he said conversationally. He kept her hand in his even when her fingers flexed for release. “Privacy, a kick-ass view, the smell of the sea just outside the door. Grounds could use some work.”
The Joneses, he concluded, didn’t spend enough time outside. Across the tumbling lawn there were a pair of grand old trees that begged to have a hammock stretched between them. He doubted Miranda had ever explored the miracles of a hammock in the shade on a summer afternoon.
There were shrubs, ragged from winter, that he imagined bloomed beautifully—and without any care—in the spring. There were bare patches in the lawn, crying out to be reseeded and fed.
But the fact that there was grass, shrubs, old trees, and an impressive windbreak of pines on the north side indicated that someone had cared enough once to plant—or at least to hire a staff to plant.
He might have been an urbanite through and through, but he appreciated rural atmosphere.
“You’re not taking care of what you have here. You surprise me, Miranda. I’d think a woman with your practical nature would insist on maintaining her property and guarding a legacy like this.”
“It’s a house.”
“Yeah, it is. It should be a home. Did you grow up here?”
“No.” Her head felt stuffy and thick from the weeping. She wanted to go back inside, take some aspirin, lie down in a dark room. But she didn’t have quite enough strength worked up to resist when he pulled her along the cliff path. “It was my grandmother’s.”
“Makes more sense. I couldn’t see your father choosing to live here as an adult. Wouldn’t suit him at all.”
“You don’t know my father.”
“Sure I do.” The wind whipped, circling them as they climbed. Centuries of its constant stroking had worn the rocks here, made them smooth, rounded. They glowed like pewter in the sunlight. “He’s pompous, he’s arrogant. He has the kind of narrow focus that likely makes him brilliant in his field, and an inconsiderate human being. He didn’t hear you,” he added when they’d reached the flattened ledge that speared out over the sea. “Because he doesn’t know how to listen.”
“Obviously you do.” Now she jerked her hand from his and defensively wrapped her arms around her body. “I don’t know why it should surprise me that someone who steals other people’s property for a living should stoop to eavesdropping on private conversations.”
“I don’t know either. But the real point is you’ve been left to twist in the wind. Now what are you going to do about it?”
“What can I do? Whatever authority I might have at the Institute, it still comes down to the fact that I work for them. I’ve been temporarily relieved of my duties, and that’s that.”
“That, if you have any spine, is never that until it’s the way you want it.”
“You don’t know anything about it.” She whirled on him, and the self-pity that had been in her eyes flashed away into fury. “They run the show, and they always have. Whatever gloss you put on it, I do what I’m told. I manage the Institute with Andrew because neither of them wanted to bother with the day-to-day business of it. And we’ve always known that they could pull that particular rug out from under us whenever they chose. Now they have.”
“And you’re going to tolerate being dumped on your ass this way? Kick back, Miranda.” He grabbed a handful of her hair while the wind tossed the rest of the hot red curls madly. “Show them what you’re made of. The Institute isn’t the only place you can shine.”
“Do you think there’s any major museum or lab that would have me after this? The Fiesole bronze has ruined me. I wish to God I’d never seen it.”
Defeated, she sat on the rocks, staring out at the point where the lighthouse stood like white marble against a hard blue sky.
“So, start your own lab.”
“That’s a pipe dream.”
“A lot of people said the same thing to me when I wanted to open the gallery in New York.” He sat beside her, cross-legged.
She let out a short laugh. “The difference here might just be that I don’t intend to steal to outfit a business.”
“We all do what we do best,” he said lightly. He took out a cigar, cupped his hands around the tip as he lighted it. “You have contacts, don’t you? You’ve got a brain. You’ve got money.”
“I’ve got a brain and money. The contacts. . .” She moved her shoulders. “I can’t count on them now. I love my work,” she heard herself say. “I love the structure of it, the discovery. Most people think of science as a series of steps forged in concrete, but it’s not. It’s a puzzle, and not all of the pieces will ever be firmly in place. When you’re able to fit some of them together, to see an answer, it’s thrilling. I don’t want to lose that.”
“You won’t, unless you give up.”
“The minute I saw the Fiesole bronze, understood what the project was, I was totally entranced in the possibilities. I knew it was part ego, but who cared? I’d authenticate it, I’d prove how smart and clever I was, and my mother would applaud. The way mothers do watching their children on stage at a school play. With sentimental enthusiasm and pride.” She dropped her head on her knees. “That’s pathetic.”
“No, it’s not. Most of us go through adulthood performing for our parents, and hoping for that applause.”
She turned her head to study him. “Do you?”
  
“I still remember the opening of my New York gallery. The moment my parents walked inside. My father in his good suit—the one he always wore to weddings and funerals—and my mother in a new blue dress, and her hair ruthlessly styled from a trip to Betty’s Salon. I remember the look on their faces. Sentimental enthusiasm and pride.” He laughed a little. “And not a little bit of shock. It mattered to me.”
Turning her head, she rested her chin on her hands and looked out to sea again where the waves broke strong and white and cold. “I remember the look on my mother’s face when she fired me from the Fiesole project.” She sighed. “I would have handled disappointment or regret better than that ice-edged disdain.”
“Forget the bronze.”
“How can I? It’s what started this whole downhill slide. If I could just go back and see where I went wrong . . .” She pressed her fingers to her eyes. “Test it again like I did the David.”
Slowly, she lowered her hands. Her palms had gone damp. “Like the David,” she murmured. “Oh my God.” She sprang to her feet so quickly, for one wild moment Ryan feared she meant to jump.
“Hold on.” He took a firm hold of her hand as he got to his feet. “You’re a little too close to the edge to suit me.”
“It’s like the David.” She shoved away from him, then grabbed his jacket. “I followed procedure, step by step. I know what I had in my hands. I know it.” She pushed him again, spun away with a clatter of boots on rock. “I did everything right. I detailed everything. The measurements, the formulas, the corrosion levels. I had all the facts, all the answers. Someone switched it.”
“Switched it?”
“Like the David.” She rapped a fist on his chest as if to knock the truth into him. “Just like the David. What Ponti’s lab had was a forgery, but it wasn’t the same bronze. It was a copy. It had to be a copy.”
“That’s a pretty big leap, Dr. Jones.” And the possibilities swam like fine wine in his head. “Interesting.”
“It fits. It makes sense. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”
“Why?” He lifted his eyebrows. “Why isn’t it more logical that you made a mistake?”
“Because I didn’t. Oh, I can’t believe I let this cloud what I know.” She pulled her hands through her hair, pressing her fists to the side of her head. “I wasn’t thinking clearly. When you’re told you’re wrong often enough, strongly enough, you believe it. Even when you aren’t wrong.”
She began to walk, in those long, purposeful strides, letting the wind clear her head, letting her blood bubble. “I’d have gone on believing it, if it hadn’t been for the David.”
“Good thing I stole it.”
She slanted a look at him. He was matching his pace to hers, and appeared to be enjoying a casual walk on a breezy afternoon. “Apparently,” she muttered. “Why that piece? Why did you steal that particular piece?”
“I told you, I had a client.”
“Who?”
His lips curved. “Really, Miranda, some things are sacred.”
“They could be connected.”
“My David and your lady? That’s reaching.”
“My David and my lady—and it’s not that long a reach. They’re both bronzes, both Renaissance works, Standjo and the Institute are connected, and I worked on both. Those are facts. Both were genuine, both were replaced by copies.”
“And those are speculations, not facts.”
“It’s an educated and logical theory,” she corrected, “and the basis for a preliminary conclusion.”
“I’ve known this client for several years. Believe me, he isn’t interested in complicated plots and schemes. He simply sees something he wants, puts in an order. If I think it’s doable, I do it. We keep it simple.”
“Simple.” It was an attitude she was grateful she would never understand.
  
“And,” he added, “he would hardly have commissioned me to steal a forgery.”
Her brow creased at that. “I still believe whoever replaced the David replaced The Dark Lady.”
“I’ll agree it’s a definite, and intriguing, possibility.”
“I’d be able to solidify that conclusion if I was able to examine both pieces and compare them.”
“Okay.”
“Okay, what?”
“Let’s do it.”
She stopped at the base of the lighthouse, where the shale crunched under her feet. “Do what?”
“Compare them. We have one. It’s just a matter of getting the other.”
“Stealing it? Don’t be ridiculous.”
He grabbed her arm as she turned away. “You want to know the truth, don’t you?”
“Yes, I want the truth, but I’m not flying to Italy, breaking into a government facility, and stealing a worthless copy.”
“No reason we can’t take something worthwhile while we’re there. Just a thought,” he added when her mouth dropped open. “If you’re right, and we prove it, you’ll more than salvage your reputation. You’ll make it.”
It was impossible, insane. It couldn’t be done. But she saw the gleam in his eye and wondered. “Why would you bother? What would you get out of it?”
“If you’re right, it brings me a step closer to the original David. I have my reputation to salvage too.”
And if she was right, he thought, and The Dark Lady was real, he’d be a step closer to that as well. He’d find her. What a marvelous addition she would make to his private collection.
“I’m not breaking the law.”
“You already are. You’re standing here with me, aren’t you? You’re an accessory after the fact, Dr. Jones.” He swung his arm companionably over her shoulder. “I didn’t hold a gun to your head or a knife to your back. You took me in past your security,” he continued, walking back toward the house. “You’ve spent the day with me, fully aware I’m holding stolen property. You’re already in.” He gave her a friendly kiss on top of the head. “Might as well see it through.”
He checked his watch, calculated. “You go up and pack. We’ll need to swing through New York first. I have some things to tidy up there, and I need to pick up some clothes and tools.”
“Tools?” She pushed her hair away from her face. Better not to know, she decided. “I can’t just fly off to Italy. I have to talk to Andrew. I have to explain.”
“Leave him a note,” Ryan suggested, and pulled open the back door. “Make it brief, and tell him you’re going away for a couple of weeks. Leave it at that, and you leave him out of it if the cops get too nosey.”
“The police. If I leave this way before the investigation is complete, they might think I was involved.”
“Adds to the excitement, doesn’t it? Better not use your phone,” he murmured. “Always a possibility of the records being checked. I’ll get mine out of my bag. I need to call my cousin Joey.”
Her head was reeling. “Your cousin Joey?”
“He’s a travel agent. Go pack,” he repeated. “He’ll get us on the first flight out. Don’t forget your passport—and your laptop. We’ll want to finish going through those personnel files.”
She tried a deep breath. “Anything else I should bring along?”
“An appetite.” He pulled his phone out of his bag. “We should be in New York in time for dinner. You’re going to love my mother’s linguine.”
 
It was nearly six before Andrew managed to get home. He’d tried to call Miranda half a dozen times, but had only reached their answering machine. He wasn’t certain what shape he’d find her in—manic with temper or desolate with hurt. He hoped he was prepared to deal with either, or both.
But all he found was a note on the refrigerator.
  
Andrew, I’m sure you’re aware I’ve been ordered to take a leave of absence from the Institute. I’m sorry to leave you in the lurch at a time like this. I don’t want to say I don’t have a choice, so I’ll say I’m making the only one that works for me. I’ll be gone for a couple of weeks. Please, don’t worry. I’ll be in touch when I can.
Don’t forget to take out the trash. There’s enough roast left over from Sunday to keep you going for another meal or two. See that you eat.
 
Love, 
Miranda










“Shit.” He yanked the note free and read it through again. “Where are you?”
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“I
don’t see why we didn’t just fly to Florence.” Miranda was well past second thoughts and into third thoughts by the time Ryan took the wheel of a natty little BMW and navigated out of La Guardia. “If we’re going to do something this insane, there’s no point in taking a detour.”
“It isn’t a detour, it’s a scheduled stop. I need my things.”
“You could have bought clothes in Italy.”
“I probably will. If the Italians dressed the world, it would be a much more attractive place. However, there are certain things I need that can’t always be easily bought in the retail market.”
“Your tools,” she muttered. “Burglary tools.”
“Among others.”
“Fine, fine.” She shifted in her seat, drummed her fingers on her knee. Somehow, she had to accept the fact that she was now working with a criminal. A thief, who by definition was without integrity.
Without his help, she saw no way she would ever see the bronze again—or the forgery. And there was a forgery, she assured herself. It was a logical theory, one that required more data and study in order to be proven.
If she swallowed her pride and took the theory to her mother? The idea nearly made Miranda laugh. Elizabeth would dismiss it, and her daughter, in a snap, putting it down to arrogance, stubbornness, and a bit of desperation.
And not entirely without cause, Miranda admitted.
The only one who was willing to listen, to explore the possibility, was a professional thief who was certainly working toward his own ends—and expected her to hand over the Donatello Venus as a consultant fee.
Well, they would see about that.
He was a factor in the equation, she reminded herself, nothing more. Finding and authenticating The Dark Lady was more important than the formula she used to gain that end.
“There’s no reason to go into Brooklyn.”
“Sure there is.” Ryan thought he had a pretty good idea what was running around in that admirable brain of hers. She had a very expressive face—when she didn’t know anyone was paying attention to her. “I miss my mother’s cooking.”
He beamed at her and zipped around a poky sedan. It was so easy to read her. She was hating every minute of this, juggling the pros and cons in her mind to try to find full justification for the choice she’d made. “And I have a couple of things to straighten out, familywise, before I go to Italy. My sister’s going to want shoes,” he muttered. “She always wants shoes. She’s addicted to Ferragamo.”
“You steal shoes for your sister?”
“Please.” Genuinely insulted, he scowled at traffic. “I’m not a shoplifter.”
“Excuse me, but stealing is stealing.”
His scarred eyebrow arched wickedly. “Not by a long shot.”
“And there’s no reason for me to go to Brooklyn. Why don’t you just drop me off at whatever hotel I’m staying in.”
  
“First, you’re not staying in a hotel. You’re staying with me.”
Her head whipped around, her eyes narrowed. “I certainly am not.”
“And second, you’re going to Brooklyn because, as you appear to have forgotten, we’re joined at the hip until this is finished. Where I go you go . . . Dr. Jones.”
“That’s ridiculous.” And inconvenient. She needed time alone, time completely to herself in order to put everything down on paper in an orderly fashion. To weigh and consider. He hadn’t given her time to think. “You said yourself I’m too deeply involved to do anything but cooperate. If you don’t trust me, it’s only going to complicate matters.”
“Trusting you would complicate matters,” he corrected. “Your problem is you’ve got a conscience. It’s going to kick in from time to time and tempt you to call some cop and confess all.” He reached over to pat her hand. “Just consider me the bad angel on your shoulder, kicking the good angel in the face whenever he starts spouting about honesty and truth.”
“I’m not staying with you. I have no intention of sleeping with you.”
“Now you’ve done it. What’s the point of living?”
The laughter in his voice put her teeth on edge so that she had no choice but to speak through them. “You know very well you want me to sleep with you.”
“It’s been my lifelong dream, and now it’s crushed. I don’t know how I’m going to go on.”
“I despise you.” She hissed it out, and when he laughed again, she did her ego and her temper the favor of staring out the side window and ignoring him for the rest of the drive.
 
She didn’t know what she’d expected, but it wasn’t the pretty two-level house with yellow trim in a quiet neighborhood.
“You grew up here?”
“Here? No.”
He smiled at the shock in her voice. He imagined she’d expected him to take her to some nasty little slum where the sound of raised voices was as pervasive as the smell of garlic and garbage.
“The family moved here about ten years ago. Come on, they’re expecting us, and Mama’s likely got some antipasto ready.”
“What do you mean expecting?”
“I called to let her know we were coming.”
“You called? Who am I supposed to be?”
“That’s a question everyone has to decide for themselves.”
“What did you tell her?” Miranda demanded, and clung to the handle as he leaned across to open her door.
“That I was bringing a woman home to dinner.” He stayed where he was a moment, his body angled and pressed to hers, his face close. “Don’t be shy. They’re very easy people.”
“I’m not shy.” But there was the faintly sick sensation in her stomach she experienced whenever she had to meet new people on a social level. In this case, she told herself, such things were absurd. “I just want to know how you’ve explained . . . Stop that,” she demanded when his gaze lowered and lingered on her mouth.
“Hmm.” He really wanted to take a slow, tasty bite of that stubborn bottom lip. “Sorry, I was distracted. You smell . . . interesting, Dr. Jones.”
The moment called for action and movement—and not the ridiculous fantasy that leaped into her brain of grabbing two handfuls of his hair and yanking his mouth to hers. Instead she slapped one hand on his chest, yanked the door open with the other, and scooted out.
He chuckled a little—which helped relieve the ball of tension that had gathered low in his gut, and climbed out the opposite side. “Hey, Remo.”
The big brown dog who’d been sleeping in the yard uncurled himself, let out one bark that echoed like a cannon blast, then jumped lovingly on Ryan. “I thought you were going to learn some manners.” Grinning, he scratched the delighted dog’s ears. “What happened to obedience school? You flunked out again, didn’t you?” Ryan asked as they headed toward the door.
As if avoiding the question, the dog slid his eyes to the side and gazed at Miranda. His tongue lolled out in a canine grin.
“Not afraid of dogs, are you?”
“No, I like them,” she replied as Ryan pushed open the front door. Through it emerged the sound of the evening news, voices, male and female, raised in what appeared to be a bitter and violent argument, delicious aroma of roasted garlic and spices, and a large spotted cat who dashed for freedom and began an immediate war with the dog.
“Home sweet home,” Ryan murmured, and pulled her into the melee.
“If you can’t behave like a decent human being, I don’t want you to speak to any of my friends, ever again.”
“All I did was mention that if she had some really basic plastic surgery, she would improve her looks, her self-esteem, and her sex life.”
“You’re a pig, Patrick.”
“Yeah, well, your friend has a nose like a tail fin on a fifty-seven Chevy.”
“Not only a pig, but a shallow, superficial asshole on top of it.”
“I’m trying to hear the news, here. Take it outside until the sports are over, for sweet Christ’s sake.”
“This,” Miranda said in prim and precise tones, “is obviously a bad time.”
“No, this is normal,” Ryan assured her, and dragged her into the spacious, cluttered, and noisy living room.
“Hey, Ry!”
The man—boy really, Miranda noted as he turned with a grin nearly as lethal as Ryan’s—took a few gangly strides and punched Ryan in the shoulder. A sign, Miranda assumed, of affection.
His dark hair was curly, his eyes a glinting golden brown in a face that Miranda supposed had caused the girls in his high school to sigh into their pillows at night.
“Pat.” With equal affection, Ryan caught him in a headlock for the introduction. “My baby brother Patrick, Miranda Jones. Behave,” he warned Patrick.
“Sure. Hey, Miranda, how’s it going?”
Before she could answer, the young woman Patrick had been arguing with stepped up. She gave Miranda a long measuring look as she slipped her arms around Ryan and rubbed cheeks. “Missed you. Hello, Miranda, I’m Colleen.” She didn’t offer a hand, but kept her arms proprietarily around her brother.
She had the onyx and gold good looks of the Boldaris, and a sharp, assessing gleam in her eyes.
“It’s nice to meet you, both.” Miranda offered Colleen a cool smile, and let it warm a little for Patrick.
“You gonna leave the girl at the door all day, or you bringing her in so I can get a look at her?” This boomed out of the living room and had all three Boldaris grinning.
“I’m bringing her in, Papa. Let’s have your coat.”
She gave it up with some reluctance, heard the door close at her back with the enthusiasm of a woman hearing a cell snap shut.
Giorgio Boldari rose out of his easy chair and politely muted the television. Ryan hadn’t gotten his build from his father, Miranda decided. The man who studied her was short, stocky, and sported a graying moustache over his unsmiling lips. He wore khakis, a neatly pressed shirt, scuffed Nikes, and a medallion of the Madonna on a chain around his neck.
No one spoke. Miranda’s ears began to buzz with nerves.
“You’re not Italian, are you?” he asked at length.
“No, I’m not.”
Giorgio pursed his lips, let his gaze skim over her face. “Hair like that, you probably got some Irish in you.”
“My father’s mother was a Riley.” Miranda fought back the urge to shift her feet and lifted a brow instead.
He smiled then, fast and bright as lightning. “This one’s got a classy look to her, Ry. Get the girl some wine, for God’s sake, Colleen. You gonna leave her standing here thirsty? Yankees blew it today. You follow baseball?”
“No, I—”
  
“Ought to. It’s good for you.” Then he turned to his son and enveloped Ryan in a fierce bear hug. “You should stay home more.”
“I’m working on it. Mama in the kitchen?”
“Yeah, yeah. Maureen!” The shout could have cracked concrete. “Ryan’s here with his girl. She’s a looker too.” He sent Miranda a wink. “How come you don’t like baseball?”
“I don’t dislike it, in particular. I just—”
“Ryan played third base—hot corner. He tell you that?”
“No, I—”
“Carried a four twenty-five batting average his senior year. Nobody stole more bases than my Ryan.”
Miranda shifted her eyes to Ryan. “I bet.”
“We got trophies. Ry, you show your girl your trophies.”
“Later, Papa.”
Colleen and Patrick went back to arguing, in hissy undertones, as she brought in a tray of glasses. The dog was barking incessantly at the front door, and Giorgio shouted again for his wife to come the hell out and meet Ryan’s girl.
At least, Miranda thought, she wasn’t going to be required to make a great deal of conversation. These people simply took over, carrying on as if there was no stranger in the house.
The house itself was cluttered, full of light and art. She saw Ryan had been right about his mother’s watercolors. The three dreamy New York street scenes on the wall were lovely.
There was an odd and intriguing tall tangle of black metal—most likely his father’s work—behind a couch with thick blue cushions peppered with dog hair.
There were trinkets and framed snapshots everywhere, a ratty knotted rope on the floor that showed evidence of Remo’s teeth, and a scatter of newspapers and magazines on the coffee table.
No one scurried to pick them up, to make excuses for the clutter.
  
“Welcome to the Boldaris’.” With a twinkle in his eye, Ryan took two glasses off the tray, handed her one, and toasted. “Your life may never be the same.”
She was beginning to believe him.
Even as she took the first sip, a woman hurried into the room wiping her hands on an apron splattered with sauce. Maureen Boldari was a good three inches taller than her husband, slim as a willow, and possessed of striking black-Irish looks. Her glossy hair waved attractively around her strong face, and vivid blue eyes sparkled with pleasure as she opened her arms.
“There’s my boy. Come kiss your mama.”
Ryan obeyed, lifting her off her feet as he did so and making her let loose a rich, hearty laugh. “Patrick, Colleen, stop that bickering before I give the pair of you the back of my hand. We’ve got company. Giorgio, where are your manners? Turn that television off. Remo, stop that barking.”
And as it was all done, quickly and without comment, Miranda got a solid clue as to who ran the household.
“Ryan, introduce me to your young lady.”
“Yes, ma’am. Maureen Boldari, the love of my life, meet Dr. Miranda Jones. Pretty, isn’t she, Mama?”
“Yes, she is. Welcome to our home, Miranda.”
“It’s very kind of you to have me, Mrs. Boldari.”
“Good manners,” Maureen said with a brisk nod. “Patrick, bring out the antipasto, and we’ll get acquainted. Ryan, show Miranda where she can freshen up.”
Ryan led her out of the living room, down a short hall, and into a small pink and white powder room. She grabbed his shirt in her fist.
“You told them we were involved.”
“We are involved.”
“You know what I mean,” she said in the same furious whisper. “Your girl? That’s ridiculous.”
“I didn’t tell them you were my girl.” Because it amused him, he lowered his voice to a whisper as well. “I’m thirty-two, they want me married and making babies. They assume.”
  
“Why didn’t you make it clear we were business associates?”
“You’re beautiful, you’re single, you’re female. They wouldn’t have believed we were just business associates. What’s the big deal?”
“For one, your sister looked at me as if she’d pop me in the nose if I didn’t adore you enough—for another, it’s just deceitful. Not that such niceties as honesty matter to you.”
“I’m always honest with my family.”
“Sure you are. Undoubtedly your mother is very proud of her son the thief.”
“Of course she is.”
She stuttered, losing whatever it was she’d planned to say. “Are you trying to convince me that she knows you steal?”
“Sure she does. Does she look stupid?” He shook his head. “I don’t lie to my mother. Now, hurry up in there, will you?” He gave her a nudge into the powder room when she only gaped at him. “I’m hungry.”
He wasn’t hungry for long. No one could have been. There was, in short order, enough food being offered to feed a small and starving Third World army.
Because there was company, they had the meal in the dining room, with its attractive striped walls and handsome mahogany table. There was good china, the glint of crystal, and enough wine to float a battleship.
Conversation never lagged. In fact, if you didn’t heave your words out fast and furiously, there was no room for them. When she noted that the level of her wineglass rose back up to the rim whenever she sipped, Miranda left it alone and concentrated on the food.
Ryan had been right about one thing. She loved his mother’s linguine.
She was brought up-to-date on the family. Michael, the second son, ran Boldari Gallery, San Francisco. He was married to his college sweetheart and had two children. The last tidbit of info was delivered by the proud grandpa with a meaningful look at Ryan and an eyebrow-wiggling grin for Miranda.
“You like children?” Maureen asked her.
“Um, yes.” In a vague and cautious manner, Miranda thought.
“Center your life, children do. Give you real purpose, and celebrate the love that brings a man and woman together.” Maureen passed a basket of irresistible bread to Miranda.
“I’m sure you’re right.”
“Take my Mary Jo.”
And Miranda was treated to the virtues of her eldest daughter, who owned a boutique in Manhattan, and had three children.
Then there was Bridgit, who’d taken a sabbatical from a career in publishing in order to stay at home with her baby daughter.
“You must be very proud of them.”
“They’re good kids. Educated.” She beamed at Ryan as she said it. “All my children went to college. Patrick’s a freshman. He knows all about computers.”
“Really.” It seemed a much safer topic, so Miranda smiled at him. “It’s a fascinating field.”
“It’s like playing games for a living. Oh, Ry, I’ve got some of the data you asked me to access.”
“Great.”
“What data?” Colleen stopped eyeing Miranda and narrowed her eyes suspiciously at Ryan.
“Just cleaning up a little business, baby.” He gave her hand a casual squeeze. “Mama, you outdid yourself tonight.”
“Don’t change the subject, Ryan.”
“Colleen.” Maureen’s voice was mild, with honed steel beneath. “We have company. Help me clear the table. I made tiramisu, your favorite, Ry.”
“We’re going to discuss this,” Colleen said between her teeth, but rose obediently to clear plates.
“Let me help.” Miranda started to rise and was waved back by her hostess.
  
“Guests don’t clear. You sit.”
“Don’t worry about Colleen,” Patrick said the moment she was out of earshot. “We’ll handle her.”
“Shut up, Patrick.” Though Ryan smiled over at Miranda, she caught a glint of discomfort in his eyes. “I don’t think we mentioned what Colleen does.”
“No, you didn’t.”
“She’s a cop.” With a sigh, he rose. “I’ll give them a hand with the coffee.”
“Oh, wonderful.” Blindly, Miranda reached for her wine.
 
She kept out of the way, obeying the house rules by retiring to the living room after coffee and dessert. Since Giorgio was busy grilling her on what she did, why she wasn’t married, her mind was well engaged. No one seemed bothered by the angry words coming out of the kitchen.
When Colleen stormed out, Patrick only rolled his eyes. “Here she goes again.”
“You promised, Ry. You gave your word.”
“I’m keeping it.” Obviously frustrated, he dragged a hand through his hair. “I’m just finishing what I started, baby. Then it’s done.”
“And what does she have to do with it?” She jabbed a finger at Miranda.
“Colleen, it’s not polite to point,” Giorgio told her.
“Oh hell.” And tossing something uncomplimentary in Italian over her shoulder, Colleen strode out of the house.
“Damn it.” Ryan blew out a breath, offered Miranda an apologetic smile. “Be right back.”
“Um . . .” She sat another moment, nearly squirming as Giorgio and Patrick stared at her. “I’ll go see if Mrs. Boldari needs any help after all.”
She escaped into what she hoped was some area of sanity. The kitchen was big and airy and carried the warm, friendly smells of the meal. With its bright counters and sparkling white floor, it was a picture out of a grocery store checkout magazine.
Dozens of incomprehensible pictures executed with crayon crowded the front of the refrigerator. There was a bowl of fresh fruit on the table, and cafe curtains at the windows.
Normality, Miranda decided.
“I hoped you’d bend your rule and let me give you a hand.”
“Sit.” Maureen gestured to the table. “Have coffee. They’ll finish arguing soon. I should wallop them both for making a scene in front of company. My kids.” She turned to an efficient home cappuccino maker and began to fix a cup. “They got passion, good brains, and wide stubborn streaks. Take after their father.”
“Do you think so? I see a lot of you in Ryan.”
It was exactly the right thing to say. Maureen’s eyes turned warm and loving. “The firstborn. No matter how many you have, there’s only one first. You love them all—so much it’s a wonder your heart doesn’t break from it. But there’s only one first. You’ll know, one day.”
“Hmmm.” Miranda declined to comment as Maureen frothed the milk. “It must be a little worrying, having a child go into law enforcement.”
“Colleen, she knows what she wants. Never goes any way but forward, that girl. One day, she’ll be a captain. You’ll see. She’s mad at Ryan,” she continued conversationally, as she set the cup in front of Miranda. “He’ll charm her out of it.”
“I’m sure he will. He’s very charming.”
“Girls always chased after him. But my Ryan’s very particular. He’s got his eye on you.”
It was time, Miranda decided, to put the record straight. “Mrs. Boldari, I don’t think Ryan was completely clear about this. We’re just business associates.”
“You think so?” Maureen said placidly, and turned back to load the dishwasher. “He doesn’t look good enough to you?”
“He looks very good, but—”
“Maybe because he comes from Brooklyn and not Park Avenue he isn’t classy enough for a Ph.D.?”
  
“No, not at all. It’s simply. . . It’s simply that we’re business associates.”
“He doesn’t kiss you?”
“He—I . . .” For God’s sake, was all she could think, and filled her mouth with hot foamy coffee to shut it up.
“I thought so. I’d worry about that boy if he didn’t kiss a woman who looks like you. He likes brains too. He’s not shallow. But maybe you don’t like the way he kisses. It matters,” she added while Miranda stared into her coffee. “A man doesn’t get your blood up with his kisses, you aren’t going to have a happy relationship. Sex is important. Anybody who says different never had good sex.”
“Oh my,” was all she could think of.
“What? You don’t think I know my boy has sex? You think I have brain damage?”
“I haven’t had sex with Ryan.”
“Why not?”
“Why not?” Miranda could only blink as Maureen tidily closed the dishwasher and began to fill the sink to wash the pots. “I barely know him.” She couldn’t believe she was having this conversation. “I don’t just have sex with every attractive man I meet.”
“Good. I don’t want my boy going around with easy women.”
“Mrs. Boldari.” She wondered if it would help to bang her head on the table. “We’re not going around. Our relationship is strictly a business one.”
“Ryan doesn’t bring business associates home to eat my linguine.”
Since she had no comment for that, Miranda shut her mouth again. She glanced up with relief as Ryan and his sister came through the archway.
As expected, he’d charmed Colleen out of her snit. The two of them, Miranda noted, were smiling, their arms around each other’s waists. For the first time, Colleen sent Miranda a friendly look.
“Sorry about that. Just a few things we needed to straighten out.”
“No problem.”
  
“So . . .” Colleen sat at the table, rested her feet on the opposite chair. “Do you have any solid feeling for who might have stolen the original bronze?”
Miranda just blinked at her. “Excuse me?”
“Ryan filled me in. Maybe I can help you sort it out.”
“Six months out of the academy and she’s Sherlock Holmes.” Ryan bent over, kissed her hair. “Want me to dry the pots, Mama?”
“No, it’s Patrick’s turn.” She glanced around. “Somebody steal something from your lady?”
“I did,” he said easily, and joined the women at the table. “It turned out to be a forgery. We’re straightening it out.”
“Good.”
“Wait. Wait just a minute.” Miranda lifted both hands. “Good? Is that what you said? Good? You’re telling me you know your son’s a thief?”
“What, am I a moron?” Maureen neatly wiped her hands before fisting them on her hips. “Of course I know.”
“I told you she knew,” Ryan pointed out.
“Yes, but—” She simply hadn’t believed it. Baffled, she shifted, studied Maureen’s pretty face. “And that’s just dandy with you? That’s just fine? And you—” She pointed at Colleen. “You’re a police officer. Your brother steals. How do you resolve the two?”
“He’s retiring.” Colleen lifted her shoulders. “A little behind schedule.”
“I don’t understand.” She pressed her lifted hands to her head. “You’re his mother. How can you encourage him to break the law?”
“Encourage?” Maureen gave that rich laugh again. “Who had to encourage him?” Deciding to give her guest the courtesy of an explanation, she set down her dishcloth. “Do you believe in God?”
“What? What does that have to do with this?”
“Don’t argue, just answer. Do you believe in God?”
Beside Miranda, Ryan grinned. She couldn’t know it, but when his mother used that tone it meant she’d decided she liked you.
  
“All right, yes.”
“When God gives you a gift, it’s a sin not to use it.”
Miranda closed her eyes a moment. “You’re saying that God gave Ryan a talent, and that it would be a sin for him not to break into buildings and steal?”
“God could’ve given him a gift for music, like He did my Mary Jo, who plays the piano like an angel. God gave him this gift instead.”
“Mrs. Boldari—”
“Don’t argue,” Ryan murmured. “You’ll just give yourself a headache.”
She scowled at him. “Mrs. Boldari,” she tried again, “I appreciate your loyalty to your son, but—”
“Do you know what he does with this gift?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact.”
“He buys this house for his family because the old neighborhood isn’t safe anymore.” She opened her arms to encompass the lovely kitchen, then wagged a finger. “He sees that his brothers and sisters get a college education. None of this would be. However hard Giorgio and I worked, you can’t send six kids to college on teachers’ salaries. God gave him a gift,” she said again, and rested her hand on Ryan’s shoulder. “You going to argue with God?”
 
Ryan was right again. She did have a headache. She nursed it with silence during the drive to Manhattan. She wasn’t sure which baffled her more just then, the stand Maureen had taken to defend her son’s choice of career, or the warm hugs she’d been given by each family member before they left.
Ryan let her have her quiet. When he pulled up in front of his building, he gave the keys to the doorman. “Hi, Jack. Arrange to have this rental returned to the airport, would you, and send Dr. Jones’s bags—they’re in the trunk—up to my apartment.”
“Sure thing, Mr. Boldari. Welcome home.” The twenty that slipped discreetly from palm to palm had Jack’s smile widening. “Have a nice evening.”
“I don’t understand your life,” Miranda began as he escorted her through an elegant lobby decked out with glossy antiques and attractive art.
“That’s all right. I don’t understand yours either.” He stepped into an elevator and used a key to access the top floor. “You must be worn out. Jack’ll have your things up in a minute. You can get comfortable.”
“Your mother wanted to know why I wasn’t having sex with you.”
“I wonder the same thing all the time.” The elevator opened into a spacious living area done in bold blues and greens. Wide terrace windows offered a pricey view of New York.
He’d obviously indulged himself in his affection for the finer things, she decided with a quick scan. Art Deco lamps, Chippendale tables, Baccarat crystal.
She wondered how much of it he’d stolen.
“All purchased legitimately,” he said, reading her perfectly. “Well, that Erté lamp was hot, but I couldn’t resist it. Want a nightcap?”
“No, no I don’t.”
The floor was glossy honey-toned wood accented with one of the most beautiful Orientals she’d ever seen. Art on the walls ranged from a misty Corot to a soft, lovely watercolor of what she recognized as the Irish countryside.
“Your mother’s work.”
“Yes, she’s good, isn’t she?”
“Very. Confusing, but very good.”
“She likes you.”
With a sigh, Miranda wandered to the window. “I like her too, for some reason.”
Her own mother had never hugged her that way, with a good, solid squeeze that communicated approval and affection. Her own father had never grinned at her with that lively twinkle in his eyes, as Ryan’s father had.
She wondered how, despite it all, his family had seemed so much more blissfully normal than her own.
“That’ll be your bags.” When the buzzer sounded, Ryan moved over to check the intercom, then released the elevator. The delivery was made quickly, with another exchange of bills. When the elevator whispered closed again, Ryan left her bags where they were and crossed to her.
“You’re tense,” he murmured after he began kneading her shoulders. “I’d hoped an evening with my family would relax you.”
“How does anyone relax with all that energy around them?” She arched back against his hands before she could stop herself. “You must have had an interesting childhood.”
“I had a terrific childhood.” Far from the privileged one she’d known, and from all appearances, a great deal more loving. “Long day,” he murmured, and because he knew she was beginning to relax, bent down to nibble at her neck.
“Yes, very. Don’t.”
“I was about to work my way around. . . here.” He turned her, covered her mouth with his and stole her breath.
His mother had said kisses should get the blood up. Hers was up, bubbling close under her skin, swimming in her head, pumping much too hard and fast through her veins.
“Don’t,” she said again, but it was a weak protest, easily ignored by both of them.
He could feel the need simmering inside her. It didn’t matter that it wasn’t for him in particular. He wouldn’t let it matter. He wanted her, wanted to be the one to crack through the shield and discover the volcano he was sure was inside of her.
Something about her pulled at him with a slow and steady strength that refused to be ignored.
“Let me touch you.” Even as he asked, he took, his hands running up her sides to skim her breasts. “Let me have you.”
Oh, yes. The sigh of it circled around in her cloudy brain as if searching for a place to land. Touch me. Have me. God, please don’t let me think.
“No.” It was a shock to hear herself say it. To realize she was pulling away even as she yearned to strain closer. “This won’t work.”
“It was working just fine for me.” He hooked his hand in the waistband of her trousers and gave her a yank. “And I’d say it was working just fine for you too.”
“I won’t be seduced, Ryan.” She concentrated on the annoyed flash in his eyes and ignored the screams of her own system for the release his mouth had promised. “I won’t be had. If we’re going to finish this arrangement successfully, it has to be on a business level. And only that level.”
“I don’t like that level.”
“That’s the deal, and it’s nonnegotiable.”
“Your tongue ever get frostbite when you use that tone?” He jammed his hands in his pocket as she studied him balefully. “Okay, Dr. Jones, it’s all business. I’ll show you your room.”
He walked back to pick up her suitcases and carried them up a fluid curve of metal stairs with a soft green patina. Then, setting her bags down just inside the door, he nodded. “You should find this comfortable enough, and private. We’re booked out tomorrow evening. That’ll give me time to tie up a few loose ends here. Sleep well,” he added, and shut the door in her face before she had the chance to shut it in his.
She started to shrug, then her eyes widened when she heard the click of a lock. In one leap she was at the door rattling the knob.
“You son of a bitch. You can’t lock me in here.”
“An ounce of prevention, Dr. Jones.” His voice was soft as silk through the door. “Just to make sure you stay where I put you until tomorrow.”
He walked away whistling while she pounded and promised vengeance.
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T
hough she knew it was a useless gesture, Miranda locked the door to the bathroom in the morning. She showered quickly, struggling to keep one eye on the door in case Ryan decided he wanted to play games.
She wouldn’t have put it past him.
Once she was safely bundled into her robe, she took her time. She wanted to be completely dressed, with a confident shield of makeup and tidily groomed hair, before she saw him. There would be, she determined, no cozy little breakfast chat in pajamas.
Of course, he had to let her out first. The bastard.
“Let me out of here, Boldari,” she called as she rapped smartly on the door.
Her answer was silence. Incensed, she knocked harder, shouted louder, and began to add inventive threats.
Kidnapping, she decided; she’d add kidnapping to the list of charges against him. She hoped the other inmates at whatever federal facility he spent the rest of his life in rejoiced in torturing him.
Frustrated, she started to rattle the knob. It turned smoothly under her hand and caused her angry flush to deepen into embarrassment.
She stepped out, glanced cautiously down the hallway. Doors were open, so she walked to the first one, determined to confront him.
She found herself in a library with floor-to-ceiling shelves stocked with books, cozy leather chairs, a small marble fireplace with an ornate pendulum clock gracing the mantel. A hexagon-shaped glass cabinet held an impressive collection of Oriental snuff bottles. She sniffed once. He might be slick on taste and culture, but he was still a thief.
She tried the next doorway and found his bedroom. The big half-tester with rococo head and footboards was impressive enough, but the fact that it was tidily made, with the pearl-gray duvet cover nicely fluffed, had her brow lifting. Either he hadn’t slept in it, or his mother had trained him very well.
After meeting Maureen, she voted for the latter.
A very masculine room, she decided, yet subtly sensual with jade-green walls and creamy trim. Sinuous women in the Art Deco style he seemed fond of held frosted-glass shades that would soften the light. An oversized chair in that same moonlight gray was tilted invitingly toward a full-sized fireplace fashioned of rose-veined marble. Ornamental lemon trees in huge urns flanked the wide window where the curtain had been drawn open to let in the sunlight and the view.
The chest of drawers was Duncan Phyfe, and along with the bronze of the Persian god Mithras was a scatter of loose change, a ticket stub, a book of matches, and other ordinary contents of a man’s pocket.
She was tempted to poke into his closet, open drawers, but resisted. It wouldn’t do for him to pop in while she was at it and get the impression she was at all interested.
There was a third room, obviously an office of a man who could afford the best for his at-home work. Two computers, both with laser printers, the expected fax and desktop copier, a two-line phone, oak filing cabinets. Sturdy oak shelves held books and trinkets and dozens of framed photographs of his family.
The young children would be his nieces and nephews, she thought. Pretty faces mugging for the camera. The serene Madonna-like woman holding an infant was likely his sister Bridgit, the sleekly handsome man with the Boldari eyes would be Michael, and the woman his arm was draped around his wife. They lived in California, she remembered.
There was a shot of Ryan with Colleen, grinning identical grins, and a group picture of the entire family obviously taken near Christmas. The lights from the tree were prettily blurred behind the crowd of faces.
They looked happy, she thought. Unified, and not at all stiff the way people often appeared in posed photos. She found herself lingering over them, studying another of Ryan kissing the hand of his sister, who wore a princess-in-a-fairy-tale wedding gown, and the glow that matched it.
Envy moved through her before she could stop it. There were no sentimental photographs arranged in her home to capture family moments.
She wished, foolishly, that she could slide into one of those photographs, snuggle under one of those casually welcoming arms and feel what they felt.
Feel love.
She shook the thought off, turned determinedly away from the shelves. It wasn’t the time to speculate on why the Boldari family was so warm, and her own so cold. She needed to find Ryan and give him a piece of her mind while her annoyance was still fresh.
She headed downstairs, biting her tongue to keep from calling his name. She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. He wasn’t in the living room, nor in the somewhat hedonistic den with its big screen TV, complicated stereo, and full-sized pinball machine—appropriately titled “Cops and Robbers.”
She imagined he thought that ironic.
Nor was he in the kitchen. But there was a half-pot of coffee left on warm.
He wasn’t in the apartment at all.
  
She snatched up the phone with some wild idea of calling Andrew and telling him everything. There was no dial tone. Cursing viciously, she dashed back out into the living room and jabbed the button on the elevator. It didn’t make a sound. Snarling, she turned to the door, found it locked.
Eyes narrowed, she flicked on the intercom and heard nothing but static.
The son of a bitch had unlocked the bedroom, but he’d simply expanded the perimeters of her cage.
 
It was after one before she heard the quiet hum of the elevator. She hadn’t whiled away the morning. She’d taken the opportunity to go over every inch of his living quarters. She’d pawed through his closet without guilt. He definitely leaned toward Italian designers. She’d riffled through his drawers. He preferred sexy silk boxers, and shirts and sweaters of natural fibers.
The desks—bedroom, library, and office—had all been annoyingly locked. She’d wasted quite a bit of time attacking the locks with hairpins. The passwords on his computers had blocked her, the stone terrace off the living room had charmed her, and the caffeine she’d continued to drink as she pried had her system jumping.
She was more than ready for him when he walked through the elevator door.
“How dare you lock me in this way. I’m not a prisoner.”
“Just a precaution.” He set aside the briefcase and shopping bags he carried.
“What’s next? Handcuffs?”
“Not until we know each other better. How was your day?”
“I—”
“Hate, loathe, and despise me,” he finished as he took off his coat. “Yes, we’ve covered that.” He hung it up neatly. She’d been right, his mother had trained him well. “I had a few errands I had to run. I hope you made yourself at home while I was out.”
“I’m leaving. I must have been temporarily insane when I thought we could work together.”
  
He waited until she was at the base of the stairs. “The Dark Lady is being held in a storeroom at the Bargello until it can be decided where she came from, and who cast her.”
She stopped, as he’d known she would, and turned slowly back. “How do you know?”
“It’s my business to know. Now, with or without you, I’m going to Italy and liberating her. I can, with little trouble, find another archeometrist, and will eventually figure out just what happened and why. You walk out, you’re all the way out.”
“You’ll never get it out of the Bargello.”
“Oh yes.” His smile was quick and wolfish. “I will. You can have a pass at her once I do, or you can run along back to Maine and wait for your parents to decide you’re not grounded anymore.”
She let the last comment pass. She supposed it was close enough to the truth. “How will you get it out?”
“That’s my problem.”
“If I’m going to agree with this moronic plan, I have to have details.”
“I’ll fill you in on what you need to know as we go along. That’s the deal. In or out, Dr. Jones. Time’s wasting.”
It was here, she realized, where she crossed the line, passed the point of no return. He was watching her, waiting, with just enough arrogance in his eyes to scrape at her pride.
“If you manage to perform a miracle and actually get inside the Bargello, you take nothing but the bronze. It isn’t a shopping spree.”
“Agreed.”
“If we do end up in possession of the bronze, I’m in full charge of it.”
“You’re the scientist,” he added with a smile. She was welcome to the copy, he thought. He wanted the original. “That’s the deal,” he repeated. “In or out?”
“In.” Her breath exploded out. “God help me.”
“Good. Now.” He opened the briefcase, tossed items onto the table. “These are for you.”
  
She picked up the dark blue book. “This isn’t my passport.”
“It is now.”
“This isn’t my name—how did you get this picture?” She stared down at the image of herself. “This is the photo in my passport.”
“Exactly.”
“No, my passport. And my driver’s license,” she continued, snatching it up. “You stole my wallet.”
“Borrowed certain items in your wallet,” he corrected.
She vibrated. There was no other word for it. “You came in my room while I was sleeping and took my things.”
“You were restless,” he remembered. “Lots of tossing and turning. Maybe you should try meditation to release some of that tension.”
“That’s despicable.”
“No, it was necessary. It would have been despicable if I’d climbed into bed with you. Fun, but despicable.”
She drew air in through her nose, looked down it. “What have you done with my proper identification?”
“It’s safe. You won’t need it until we get back. Just playing it on the side of caution, darling. If the cops are snooping around, better that they don’t know you’ve left the country.”
She tossed the passport down again. “I’m not Abigail O’Connell.”
“Mrs. Abigail O’Connell—we’re on our second honeymoon. And I think I’ll call you Abby. It’s friendly.”
“I’m not pretending I’m married to you. I’d rather be married to a sociopath.”
She was green, after all, he reminded himself. A little patience was in order. “Miranda, we’re traveling together. We’ll share a hotel suite. A married couple isn’t going to raise eyebrows or cause questions to be asked. All this does is keep things simple. For the next several days, I’m Kevin O’Connell, your devoted spouse. I’m a stockbroker, you’re in advertising. We’ve been married for five years, live on the Upper West Side, and we’re considering starting a family.”
  
“So now we’re Yuppies.”
“No one uses that term anymore, but basically yes. I got you a couple of credit cards there.”
She glanced down at the table. “How did you get this identification?”
“Contacts,” he said easily.
She imagined him in a dark, smelly room with an enormous man with a snake tattoo and bad breath who sold forged IDs and assault weapons.
It was nowhere close to the split-level town house in New Rochelle where Ryan’s accountant cousin—second, once removed—created documents in his basement.
“It’s illegal to enter a foreign country with false identification.”
He stared at her for ten full seconds, then roared with laughter. “You’re wonderful. Seriously. Now, I need a detailed description of the bronze. I need to be able to recognize her quickly.”
She studied him, wondering how anyone could keep up with a man who flipped from hilarity to brisk business in the blink of an eye. “Ninety point four centimeters in height, twenty-four point sixty-eight kilograms in weight, a nude female with the blue-green patina typical of a bronze more than five hundred years old.”
As she spoke, the image of it flashed brilliantly in her head. “She’s standing on the balls of her feet, her arms lifted—it would be easier if I just sketched it for you.”
“Great.” He walked over to a cabinet, took a pad and pencil from a drawer. “As precise as you can. I hate to make mistakes.”
She sat, and with a speed and skill that had his brows lifted, put the image in her mind on paper. The face, that sly and sensuous smile, the seeking, spread fingers lifted high, the fluid arch of the body.
“Gorgeous. Absolutely gorgeous,” he murmured, struck by the power of the image as he leaned over Miranda’s shoulder. “You’re good. Do you paint?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
  
“Because I don’t.” She had to struggle not to jerk her shoulder. His cheek nearly rested against her as she sketched in the last details.
“You have real talent. Why waste it?”
“I don’t. A skilled sketch can be very helpful in my work.”
“A gift for art should give you pleasure in your life.” He took the sketch, studied it another moment. “You’ve got a gift.”
She set her pencil down and rose. “The drawing’s accurate. If you’re lucky enough to stumble across it, you’ll recognize the bronze.”
“Luck has very little to do with it.” Idly, he flicked a fingertip down her cheek. “You look a bit like her—the shape of the face, the strong bone structure. It would be interesting to see you with that cagey, self-aware smile on your face. You don’t smile very often, Miranda.”
“I haven’t had much to smile about lately.”
“I think we can change that. The car will be here in about an hour—Abby. Take some time and get used to your new name. And if you don’t think you can remember to call me Kevin . . .” He winked at her. “Just call me sweetheart.”
“I will not.”
“Oh, one last thing.” He pulled a small jeweler’s box out of his pocket. When he flipped the lid the flash of diamonds made her blink. “By the power invested in me, and so forth,” he said, plucking it out of the box and taking her hand.
“No.”
“Don’t be such an idiot. It’s window dressing.”
It wasn’t possible not to look down and be dazzled when he shoved it on her finger. The wedding band was studded with brilliant square-cut diamonds, four in all, that sparkled like ice. “Some window. I suppose it’s stolen.”
“You wound me. I’ve got a friend who runs a place in the diamond district. I got it wholesale. I need to pack.”
She worried the ring on her finger while he started up the stairs. It was absurd, but she wished the ring hadn’t fit quite so perfectly. “Ryan? Can you really do this?”
He sent her a wink over his shoulder. “Watch me.”
He knew immediately she’d been into his things. She’d been neat, but not quite neat enough. In any case, she wouldn’t have seen the small telltales he left scattered through his room—the single strand of hair placed over the knobs of his double closet doors, the slim bit of invisible tape over the top of his dresser drawer. It was an old habit, and one he’d never broken even with the high security in his building.
He only shook his head. She wouldn’t have found anything he hadn’t wanted her to find.
He opened his closet, pressed a mechanism hidden under a portion of the chair rail, and stepped into his private room. Selecting what he needed didn’t take much time. He’d already thought it through. He would need his picks, the pocket electronics of his trade. The coil of thin, flexible rope, surgical gloves.
Spirit gum, hair color, a couple of scars, two pairs of glasses. He doubted the job would call for disguises, and if it went correctly, it wouldn’t call for anything but the most basic of tools. Still, he preferred to be prepared for anything.
These he packed carefully in the false bottom of his suitcase. He added the expected choices a man on a romantic vacation to Italy would take, filling the case and a garment bag.
In his office he outfitted his own laptop, chose the disks he wanted. He clicked off his mental list as he packed, adding a few items he’d picked up at Spy 2000 downtown and had beefed up himself.
Satisfied, he locked his current identification in the safe behind the complete volumes of Edgar Allan Poe—the father of the locked-door mystery—and on impulse took out the plain gold band he kept there.
It had been his grandfather’s wedding ring. His mother had given it to him at the wake two years ago. Though he’d had occasion to wear a wedding ring as cover before, he’d never used this one.
  
Without questioning why he wanted to this time, he slipped it on, locked up, and went back for his suitcases.
The intercom buzzed, announcing the car, as he carried them downstairs. Miranda had already brought her things down. Her suitcases, laptop, and briefcase were stacked neatly. Ryan lifted his brows.
“I like a woman who knows how to be ready on time. All set?”
She drew a deep breath. This, she thought, was it. “Let’s get going. I hate to rush at the airport.”
He smiled at her. “That’s my girl,” he said, and bent down to pick up one of her cases.
“I can carry my own things.” She pushed his hand away and picked it up herself. “And I’m not your girl.”
With a shrug he stepped back, waiting until she’d managed to sling straps over her shoulders, heft the cases. “After you, Dr. Jones.”
 
It shouldn’t have surprised her that he’d managed to book two first-class seats on ridiculously short notice. Because she jolted every time the flight attendant addressed her as Mrs. O’Connell, Miranda buried herself in the pages of Kafka immediately after takeoff.
Ryan passed some time with the latest Lawrence Block burglar novel. Then sipped champagne and watched Arnold Schwarzenegger kick big-time ass on his video screen. Miranda drank mineral water and tried to concentrate on a nature documentary.
Midway over the Atlantic, the restless night caught up with her. Doing her best to ignore her seat companion, she took her seat back down, stretched out, and ordered her brain to sleep.
She dreamed of Maine, of the cliffs with the sea thrashing below, and a thick gray fog that smothered shapes. The light flicked in a blurry swath, and she used it to guide her toward the lighthouse.
She was alone, so completely alone.
And she was afraid, terribly afraid.
Stumbling, groping, fighting not to let her breath sob out no matter how it burned her lungs. A woman’s laughter, soft and menacing, taunted her so that she ran.
And running, found herself on the edge of the cliff over a boiling sea.
When a hand gripped hers, she held on tight. Don’t leave me alone.
Beside her, Ryan looked down at their joined hands. Hers were white-knuckled even in sleep. What chased her there, he wondered, and what kept her from reaching out?
He soothed her fingers with his thumb until they relaxed. But he kept her hand in his, finding it curiously comforting as he closed his own eyes and slept.
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“T
here’s only one bedroom.” Miranda saw nothing of the lovely suite but the single bedroom with its gracious king-sized bed and elegant white coverlet.
In the parlor, Ryan opened the double doors and stepped out on an enormous terrace where the air was ripe with spring and the Italian sun shone cheerfully on the soft red rooftops.
“Check this view. This terrace is one of the reasons I wanted to book this room again. You could live out here.”
“Good.” She pushed open the doors from the bedroom and stepped out. “Why don’t you plan to do just that?” She would not be charmed by the throat-aching view of the city, nor the cheerful geraniums that lined the boxes just under the stone parapet. Nor the man who leaned over them, looking as though he’d been born to stand in precisely that spot.
“There’s only one bedroom,” she repeated.
“We’re married. Which reminds me, how about getting me a beer?”
“I’m sure there’s a certain kind of woman who finds you irresistibly amusing, Boldari. I don’t happen to be that certain kind.” She stepped up to the rail. “There is only one bed in the only one bedroom.”
“If you’re shy, we can take turns on the parlor sofa. You first.” He draped an arm over her shoulders and added a friendly squeeze. “Relax, Miranda. Getting you in the sack would be fun, but it’s not my first priority. A view like this makes up for a long plane flight, doesn’t it?”
“The view isn’t my first priority.”
“It’s here, might as well appreciate it. There’s a young couple who lives in that flat, there.” He steered her over a bit and pointed to a top-floor window on a soft yellow building just to the left. “They’d work on the rooftop garden on Saturday mornings together. And one night they came out and made love there.”
“You watched them?”
“Only until the intent was unmistakable. I’m not a pervert.”
“The jury’s still out on that one. You’ve been here before, then.”
“Kevin O’Connell stayed here for a few days last year. Which is why we’re using him again. In a well-run hotel like this, the staff tends to remember guests—more so if they tip well, and Kevin’s a generous soul.”
“Why were you here as Kevin O’Connell?”
“A little matter of a reliquary with a bone fragment of Giovanni Battista.”
“You stole a relic? A relic? John the Baptist’s bone?”
“A fragment thereof. Hell, pieces of him are scattered all over Italy—especially here, where he’s patron saint.” He couldn’t help himself, he got a huge kick out of her staggered shock. “Very popular guy, old Johnny. Nobody’s going to miss a splinter or two of bone.”
“I don’t have words,” Miranda murmured.
“My client had cancer—convinced himself that the relic would cure him. Of course, he’s dead, but he lived nine months longer than the doctors gave him. So who’s to say? Let’s get unpacked.” He patted her arm. “I want a shower, then we’ll get to work.”
“Work?”
  
“I’ve got some shopping to do.”
“I’m not spending the day looking for Ferragamos for your sister.”
“That won’t take long, and I’ll need trinkets for the rest of the family.”
“Look, Boldari, I think we have a higher priority than gathering souvenirs for your family.”
He infuriated her by leaning over and kissing the tip of her nose. “Don’t worry, darling. I’ll buy you something too. Wear comfortable shoes,” he advised her, and strolled back inside to shower.
 
He bought a fluid gold bracelet set with emerald cabochons in a shop on the Ponte Vecchio—his mother’s birthday was coming up—and had it sent back to the hotel. Obviously enjoying the press of tourists and bargain hunters who swarmed the bridge over the placid Arno, he added gold chains in shimmering Italian gold, marcasite earrings, and Florentine-style brooches. For his sisters, he told Miranda as she waited impatiently and refused to be charmed by the tumbling glitter in display windows.
“Stand here long enough,” he commented, “you can hear every language in the world.”
“Have we stood here long enough?”
He slipped an arm around her shoulders, shaking his head as she stiffened. “Don’t you ever let yourself fall into the moment, Dr. Jones? It’s Florence, we’re standing on the oldest of the city’s bridges. The sun’s shining. Take a breath,” he suggested, “and drink it in.”
She nearly did, nearly leaned into him and did just that. “We didn’t come here for the atmosphere,” she said, in what she hoped was a tone cool enough to dampen his enthusiasm and her own uncharacteristic urges.
“The atmosphere’s still here. And so are we.” Undaunted, he took her hand and pulled her along the bridge.
The little shops and stands appeared to delight him, Miranda noted, watching him bargain for leather bags and trinket boxes near the Piazza della Repubblica.
She ignored his suggestion that she treat herself to something, and giving her attention to the architecture, waited for him in simmering silence.
“Now, this is Robbie.” He took a tot-sized black leather jacket with silver trim from a rack.
“Robbie?”
“My nephew. He’s three. He’d get a big kick out of this.”
It was beautifully made, undoubtedly expensive, and adorable enough to have her pressing her lips together to keep them from curving. “It’s completely impractical for a three-year-old.”
“It was made for a three-year-old,” he corrected. “That’s why it’s little. Quanto?” he asked the hovering merchant, and the game was on.
When he’d finished the round, he headed west. But if he’d hoped to tempt her with the flawless fashions of the Via dei Tornabuoni, he underestimated her willpower.
He bought three pairs of shoes in Ferragamo’s cathedral to footwear. She bought nothing—including a gorgeous pair of pearl-gray leather pumps that had caught her eye and stirred her desire.
The credit cards in her wallet, she reminded herself, weren’t stamped with her name. She’d go barefoot before she used one.
“Most women,” he observed as he walked toward the river, “would have a dozen bags and boxes by now.”
“I’m not most women.”
“So I’ve noticed. You’d look damn good in leather, though.”
“In your pathetic fantasies, Boldari.”
“There’s nothing pathetic about my fantasies.” He stepped to a storefront and opened a glass door.
“What now?”
“Can’t come to Florence without buying some art.”
“We didn’t come here to buy anything. This is supposed to be business.”
“Relax.” He took her hand, bringing it up in a sweep to his lips. “Trust me.”
  
“Those are two phrases that will never go together when applied to you.”
The shop was crowded with marble and bronze reproductions. Gods and goddesses danced to lure tourists into plunking down their gold cards and purchasing a copy of a master’s work or an offering by a new artist.
Patience straining, Miranda prepared to waste another precious hour while Ryan fulfilled his family obligations. But he surprised her by nodding toward a slender statue of Venus within five minutes.
“What do you think of her?”
Soberly, she stepped up, circled the polished bronze figure. “It’s adequate, not particularly good, but if one of your legion of relatives is looking for some lawn art, it would do well enough.”
“Yeah, I think she’ll do well enough.” He aimed a delighted smile toward the clerk, then made Miranda’s brows draw together as he fumbled with guidebook Italian.
Throughout the shopping spree, he’d spoken the language fluidly, often peppering his speech with casual colloquialisms. Now he slaughtered the most basic of phrases with a miserable accent that had the clerk beaming at him.
“You’re American. We can speak English.”
“Yeah? Thank God.” He laughed and tugged Miranda by the hand to bring her closer. “My wife and I want something special to take home. We really like this piece. It’ll look great in the sunroom, won’t it, Abby?”
Her answer was a “hmmm.”
He didn’t bargain well this time, either, just winced over the price, then pulled her away as if to hold a private consult.
“What’s this all about?” She found herself whispering because his head was bent close to hers.
“I wouldn’t want to buy it without being sure my wife approved.”
“You’re a jackass.”
“That’s what I get for being a considerate husband.” He lowered his head, kissed her firmly on the mouth—and only by instinct avoided her teeth. “Promise me you’ll try that again later.”
Before she could retaliate, he turned back to the clerk. “We’ll take her.”
When the deal was made, the statue wrapped and boxed, he refused the offer to send it to their hotel.
“That’s okay. We’re about to head back anyway.” He hefted the bag, then put an arm around Miranda, bumping her with one of the two cameras slung over his shoulders. “Let’s get some of that ice cream on the way, Abby.”
“I don’t need any ice cream,” she muttered when they stepped outside again.
“Sure you do. Gotta keep your energy up. We’ve got one more stop to make.”
“Look, I’m tired, my feet hurt, and I don’t care for shopping. I’ll just meet you back at the hotel.”
“And miss all the fun? We’re going to the Bargello.”
“Now?” What chased up her spine was a combination of dread and excitement. “We’re going to do it now?”
“Now we’re going to play tourist some more.” He stepped off the curb, giving her room on the narrow sidewalk. “We’ll check the place out, get a feel for things, take some pictures.” He winked. “Case the joint, as they say in the movies.”
“Case the joint,” she murmured.
“Where are the security cameras? How far from the main entrance is Michelangelo’s Bacchus?” Though he knew, precisely. It wouldn’t be his first trip, under any guise. “How far is it across the courtyard? How many steps to the first-floor loggia? When do the guards change shift? How many—”
“All right, all right, I get the point.” She threw up her hands. “I don’t know why we didn’t go there in the first place.”
“Everything in its time, honey. Abby and Kevin would want to see some of the city on their first day, wouldn’t they?”
She imagined they looked exactly like American tourists—cameras, shopping bags, and guidebooks. He bought her an ice-cream cone as they walked. Because she decided it might help cool the hot ball of tension in her stomach, she licked at the tart, frothy lemon ice as he strolled along, pointing out buildings, statues, loitering at shop windows or over menus posted outside trattorias.
Perhaps there was a point to it all, she decided. No one would look twice at them, and if she concentrated, she could almost believe she was meandering through the city for the first time. It was a bit like being in a play, she thought. Abby and Kevin’s Italian Vacation.
If only she weren’t such a lousy actress.
“Fabulous, isn’t it?” He paused, his fingers twining with hers as he studied the magnificent cathedral that dominated the city.
“Yes. Brunelleschi’s dome was a revolutionary achievement. He didn’t use scaffolding. Giotto designed the campanile, but didn’t live to see it completed.” She adjusted her sunglasses. “The neo-Gothic marble facade echoes his style, but was added in the nineteenth century.”
She brushed at her hair and saw him smiling at her. “What?”
“You have a nice way with a history lesson, Dr. Jones.” When her face went carefully blank, he framed it with his hands. “No, don’t. That wasn’t a dig, it was a compliment.” His fingers brushed her cheekbones lightly. So many sensitive spots, he mused. “Tell me something else.”
If he was laughing at her, he was doing a good job of disguising it. So she took a chance. “Michelangelo carved his David in the courtyard of the Museo dell’Opera del Duomo.”
“Really?”
He said it so seriously her lips twitched. “Yes. He also copied Donatello’s Saint John for his own Moses. It would have been a compliment. But the pride of the museum, I think, is his Pieta` . The figure of Nicodemus is believed to be a self-portrait and is brilliantly done. But the figure of Mary Magdalene in the same sculpture is inferior, and obviously the work of one of his students. Don’t kiss me, Ryan,” she said it quickly, closing her eyes as his mouth hovered a breath from hers. “It complicates things.”
“Do they have to be simple?”
“Yes.” She opened her eyes again, looked into his. “In this case, yes.”
“Normally I’d agree with you.” Thoughtfully, he skimmed the pad of his thumb over her lips. “We’re attracted to each other, and that should be simple. But it doesn’t seem to be.” He dropped his hands from her face to her shoulders, skimmed them down her arms to her wrists. Her pulse was rapid and thick, and should have pleased him.
But he stepped back. “Okay, let’s keep it as simple as possible. Go stand over there.”
“Why?”
“So I can take your picture, honey.” He tipped his sunglasses down and winked at her. “We want to show all our friends back home, don’t we, Abby?”
Though she considered it overkill, she posed in front of the grand Duomo with hundreds of other visitors and let him snap pictures of her with the magnificent white, green, and rose marble at her back.
“Now you take one of me.” He walked over holding out his snazzy Nikon. “It’s basically point-and-shoot. You just—”
“I know how to work a camera.” She snatched it from him. “Kevin.”
She moved back, blocked and focused. Maybe her heart tripped a little. He was such a staggering sight, tall and dark and grinning cockily at the camera.
“There. Satisfied now?”
“Almost.” He snagged a couple of tourists who happily agreed to take a picture of the young Americans.
“This is ridiculous,” Miranda muttered as she found herself posing once again, this time with Ryan’s arm around her waist.
“It’s for my mother,” he said, then followed impulse and kissed her.
A flock of pigeons swarmed up with a rush of wings and a flutter of air. She had no time to resist, less to defend. His mouth was warm, firm, sliding over hers as the arm around her waist angled her closer. The quiet sound she made had nothing to do with protest. The hand she lifted to his face had everything to do with holding him there.
The sun was white, the air full of sound. And her heart trembled on the edge of something extraordinary.
It was either pull away or sink, Ryan thought. He turned his lips into the palm of her hand. “Sorry,” he said, and didn’t smile—couldn’t quite pull it off. “I guess I fell into the moment.”
And leaving her there with her knees trembling, he retrieved his camera.
He strapped it back on, picked up the shopping bag, then with his eyes on hers, held out a hand. “Let’s go.”
She’d almost forgotten the purpose, almost forgotten the plan. With a nod, she fell into step with him.
When they reached the gates of the old palace, he tugged the guidebook out of his back pocket, like a good tourist.
“It was built in 1255,” he told her. “From the sixteenth to the mid-nineteenth century it was a prison. Executions were carried out in the courtyard.”
“Apt under the circumstances,” she muttered. “And I know the history.”
“Dr. Jones knows the history.” He gave her butt an affectionate pat. “Abby, honey.”
The minute they were inside the principal ground-floor room, he dug out his video camera. “Great place, isn’t it, Abby? Look at this guy—he’s knocked back a few, huh?”
He aimed the camera at the glorious bronze of the drunken Bacchus, then began to slowly pan the room. “Wait until Jack and Sally see these. They’ll be green.”
He swung the camera toward a doorway where a guard sat keeping an eye on the visitors. “Wander around,” he told her under his breath. “Look awed and middle-class.”
Her palms were sweating. It was ridiculous, of course. They had a perfect right to be here. No one could possibly know what was going on inside her head. But her heart pounded painfully in her throat as she circled the room.
“Wonderfully awful, isn’t it?”
  
She jolted a little when he came up beside her as she pretended to study Bandinelli’s Adam and Eve. “It’s an important piece of the era.”
“Only because it’s old. It looks like a couple of suburbanites who hang out at a nudist colony every other weekend. Let’s go see Giambologna’s birds in the loggia.”
After an hour, Miranda began to suspect that a great deal of criminal activity involved the tedious. They went into every public room, capturing every inch and angle on camera. Still, she’d forgotten that the Sala dei Bronzetti held Italy’s finest collection of small Renaissance bronzes. Because it made her think of the David, her nerves began to twitch again.
“Haven’t you got enough yet?”
“Nearly. Go flirt with the guard over there.”
“I beg your pardon.”
“Get his attention.” Ryan lowered the camera and briskly undid the top two buttons on Miranda’s crisp cotton blouse.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
“Making sure his attention’s focused on you, cara. Ask him some questions, use bad guidebook Italian, bat your eyes and make him feel important.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Nothing if you can’t hold his eye for five minutes. Give me that long, ask him where the bathroom is, then head there. Meet me back in the courtyard in ten.”
“But—”
“Do it.” He snapped it out, with a flick of steel. “There’s just enough people in here that I should be able to pull this off.”
“Oh God. All right.” Her stomach tilted down toward her shaky knees as she turned away to approach the guard.
“Ah. . . scusi,” she began, giving the word a hard American accent. “Per favore . . . ” She watched the guard’s eyes dip to the opening of her blouse, then skim back up to her face with a smile. She swallowed hard, then spread her hands helplessly. “English?”
“Sì, signora, a little.”
  
“Oh, wonderful.” She experimented with fluttering her lashes and saw by the warming of the guard’s smile that such pitiful ploys actually worked. “I studied up on Italian before I left, but it just gets all jumbled up in my mind. Such a scatterbrain. It’s terrible, isn’t it, that Americans don’t speak a second language the way most Europeans do?”
The way his eyes were glazing, she deduced she was speaking much too quickly for him to follow. All the better. “Everything’s so beautiful here. I wonder if you could tell me anything about . . .” She chose a sculpture at random.
Ryan waited until he saw the guard’s focus fix on Miranda’s cleavage, then slipping back, he took a thin pick out of his pocket and went to work on a side door.
It was easy enough, even dealing with it behind his back. The museum hardly expected its visitors to come armed with lockpicks or to want entrance to locked rooms in broad daylight.
The floor plan of the museum was on a disk in his files. As were dozens of others. If his source was to be trusted, Ryan would find what he wanted beyond the door, in one of the jumbled storerooms on this level.
He kept one eye on the security camera, biding his time until a group of art lovers shuffled in front of him.
Before they’d gone by, he was through the door and closing it softly behind him.
He took one long breath of appreciation, tugged on the gloves he’d tucked in his pocket, then flexed his fingers. He couldn’t take much time.
It was a rabbit warren of little rooms crowded with statues and paintings, most of which were in desperate need of restoration. Generally, he knew, those who made their living through or around art weren’t the most organized of souls.
Several pieces caught his eye, including a sad-eyed Madonna with a broken shoulder. But he was looking for another type of lady altogether—
The sound of tuneless whistling and clicking footsteps sent him searching quickly for cover.
  
• • •
She waited the ten minutes, then fifteen. By twenty she was wringing her hands on the bench where she sat in the courtyard and imagining what it would be like to spend some time in an Italian prison.
Maybe the food would be good.
At least they didn’t kill thieves these days, and hang their corpses from the Bargello’s windows as a testament to rough justice.
Once again she checked her watch, rubbed her fingers over her mouth. He’d been caught, she was sure of it. Right now he was being interrogated inside some hot little room, and he’d give up her name without a qualm. The coward.
Then she saw him, strolling across the courtyard like a man without a care in the world and no shadow of larceny in his heart. Her relief was so great that she sprang up, threw her arms around him.
“Where have you been? I thought you’d been—”
He kissed her as much to stop her babbling as to take advantage of the situation. “Let’s go get a drink. We’ll talk about it,” he said against her mouth.
“How could you just leave me out here like this? You said ten minutes—it’s been nearly half an hour.”
“It took me a little longer.” They were still mouth to mouth, and he grinned at her. “Miss me?”
“No. I was wondering what was on the menu in jail tonight.”
“Have a little faith.” He clasped hands, swinging arms with her as they walked. “Some wine and cheese would be nice right now. The Piazza della Signoria isn’t as picturesque as others, but it’s close.”
“Where did you go?” she demanded. “I fiddled around with the guard as long as I could, and when I looked around, you were gone.”
“I wanted to see what was behind door number three. That place might have been a palace once, and a cop shop later, but the interior doors are child’s play.”
“How could you take a chance like that, breaking into an off-limits area with a guard not three yards away?”
  
“Usually that’s the best time.” He glanced in a shop window as they passed and reminded himself to carve out some more time for shopping. “I found our lady,” he said casually.
“It’s irresponsible, foolish, and nothing more than an egocentric . . . What?”
“I found her.” His grin flashed like the Tuscan sun. “And I don’t think she’s too happy being tucked away in the dark to gather dust. Patience,” he told her before she could question him. “I’m thirsty.”
“You’re thirsty? How can you think about wine and cheese, for God’s sake? We should be doing something. Planning out our next step. We can’t just sit under an awning and drink Chianti.”
“That’s just what we’re going to do—and stop looking over your shoulder as if the polizia were on our tail.”
He pulled her toward one of those wide awnings in front of a bustling trattoria, maneuvered her through the tables to an empty one.
“You’re out of your mind. Shopping, buying souvenirs, scouting out leather jackets for toddlers, wandering around the Bargello as if you’ve never been there before. And now—”
She broke off, shocked, when he pushed her into a chair. His hand closed hard over hers as he leaned across the table. The smile he sent her was as tough and chilly as his voice.
“Now, we’re just going to sit here awhile, and you’re not going to give me any trouble.”
“I—”
“No trouble at all.” The smile turned easy as he glanced up at the waiter. Since the cover seemed absurd at the moment, he rattled off a request for a bottle of local wine and a selection of cheeses in perfect Italian.
“I’m not tolerating your feeble attempts at bullying me.”
“Sweetheart, you’re going to tolerate what I tell you to tolerate. I’ve got the lady.”
“You’re laboring under— What?” The color that had rushed into her face faded again. “What do you mean you’ve got the lady?”
  
“She’s sitting under the table.”
“Under the—” When she would have scraped her chair back and dived under, he simply tightened his grip on her hand until she had to muffle a yelp.
“Look at me, cara, and pretend you’re in love.” He brought her bruised fingers to his lips.
“Are you telling me that you walked into a museum in broad daylight and walked out with the bronze?”
“I’m good. I told you.”
“But just now? Now? You were only gone for thirty minutes.”
“If a guard hadn’t wandered into the storage area to sneak a wine break, I’d have cut that in half.”
“But you said we had to check the place out, to tape it, to take measurements, get the feel.”
He kissed her fingers again. “I lied.” He kept her hand in his, kept his eyes dreamily on hers while the waiter set their wine and cheese on the table. Recognizing lovers, the waiter smiled indulgently and left them alone.
“You lied.”
“If I’d told you I was going in to get it, you’d have been nervous, jumpy, and very likely have screwed things up.” He poured wine for both of them, sampled and approved. “The wine from this region is exceptional. Aren’t you going to try it?”
Still staring at him, she lifted her glass and downed the contents in several long swallows. She was now an accessory to theft.
“If you’re going to drink like that, you better soak some of it up.” He sliced off some cheese, offered it. “Here.”
She pushed his hand away and reached for the bottle. “You knew going in that you were going to do this.”
“I knew going in that if the opportunity presented itself, I’d make the switch.”
“What switch?”
“The bronze we bought earlier. I put that in her place. I told you, most people see what they expect to see. There’s a bronze statue of a woman sitting in the storeroom. Odds are no one’s going to notice it’s the wrong bronze for a bit.”
He sampled some cheese, approved, and built some onto a cracker. “When they do, they’ll look for the right one, likely figure it was moved. And when they don’t find her, they won’t be able to pinpoint when she was taken. If our luck holds, we’ll be back in the States by that time anyway.”
“I need to see it.”
“There’s time for that. I gotta tell you, knowingly stealing a forgery . . . it just doesn’t give you that rush.”
“Doesn’t it?” she murmured.
“Nope. And I’m going to miss that rush when I’m fully retired. You did a good job, by the way.”
“Oh.” She didn’t feel a rush at all, just a sinking sensation in her stomach.
“Distracting the guard. Better fortify yourself.” He offered cheese again. “We’ve still got work to do.”
 
It was surreal, sitting in the hotel room and holding The Dark Lady in her hands. She examined it carefully, noting where samples and scrapings had been taken, judging the weight, critiquing the style.
It was a beautiful and graceful piece of work, with the blue-green patina giving it the dignity of age.
She set it on the table beside the David.
“She’s gorgeous,” Ryan commented as he puffed on his cigar. “Your sketch of her was very accurate. You didn’t capture the spirit, but you certainly got the details. You’d be a better artist if you put some heart into your work.”
“I’m not an artist.” Her throat was dry as dust. “I’m a scientist, and this isn’t the bronze I tested.”
He lifted a brow. “How do you know?”
She couldn’t tell him it felt wrong. She couldn’t even acknowledge to herself that it simply didn’t give her the same tingle in her fingertips when she held it. So she gave him facts.
“It’s very possible for someone with training to recognize the work of the twentieth century just by a visual exam. In this case I certainly wouldn’t depend on that alone. But I took scrapings. Here, and here.” She used a fingertip to point to the back of the calf, the curve of the shoulder. “There’s no sign of them on this piece. Ponti’s lab took scrapings from the back, and the base. Those aren’t my marks. I need equipment and my notes to verify, but this isn’t the bronze I worked on.”
Considering, Ryan tapped his cigar in an ashtray. “Let’s verify it first.”
“No one will believe me. Even when I verify it, no one will believe this isn’t the bronze.” She looked over at him. “Why should they?”
“They’ll believe you when we have the original.”
“How—”
“One step at a time, Dr. Jones. You’re going to want to change. Basic black works best for an entertaining evening of breaking and entering. I’ll arrange for transportation.”
She moistened her lips. “We’re going into Standjo.”
“That’s the plan.” He sensed her waffling and leaned back in his chair. “Unless you want to call your mother, explain all this to her and ask her to give you a little lab time.”
Miranda’s eyes cooled as she rose. “I’ll change.”
The bedroom door didn’t have a lock, so she dragged over the desk chair and lodged the back under the knob. It made her feel better. He was using her, was all she could think, as if she were just another tool. The idea of them being partners was an illusion. And now she’d helped him steal.
She was about to break into her family’s business. And how would she stop him if he decided to do more than run a few basic tests?
She could hear him talking on the phone in the parlor, and took her time changing into a black shirt and slacks. She needed a plan of her own, needed to enlist someone she could trust.
“I’ve got to run down to the desk,” he called out. “Snap it up in there. I’ll only be a minute, and I need to change too.”
  
“I’ll be ready.” And the minute she heard the door shut, she was dragging the chair away from the door. “Be there, be there, be there,” she murmured frantically, as she yanked her address book out of her briefcase. Flipping through, she found the number and made the call.
“Pronto.”
“Giovanni, it’s Miranda.”
“Miranda?” It wasn’t pleasure in his voice, but caution. “Where are you? Your brother’s been—”
“I’m in Florence,” she interrupted. “I need to see you right away. Please, Giovanni, meet me inside Santa Maria Novella. Ten minutes.”
“But—”
“Please, it’s vital.” She hung up quickly, then moving fast, covered the bronzes sloppily in bubble wrap and stuffed them back in their bag. She grabbed the bag and her purse, and ran.
She took the stairs, hurrying down the carpeted treads with her heart banging in her chest, her arms straining against the weight of the bag. She pulled up short at the base, eased out.
She could see Ryan at the desk, chatting cheerfully with the clerk. She couldn’t risk crossing the lobby, and tried to slide invisibly around the corner and jog through the lounge. She kept going, through the glass doors that led to the pretty courtyard, with its sparkling swimming pool and shady trees. Pigeons scattered as she raced through.
Though the bag weighed heavily, she didn’t stop for breath until she’d circled the building and made it out to the street. Even then, she took only time enough to shift hands, readjust the weight, cast one nervous glance behind her. Then she headed straight for the church.
Santa Maria Novella, with its beguiling patterns of green and white marble, was just a short walk from the hotel.
Miranda controlled her need to run and walked into its cool, dim interior. Her legs wobbled as she headed down and found a seat near the left of the chancel. Once there, she tried to understand what the hell she was doing.
Ryan was going to be furious, and she couldn’t be sure just how much violence simmered under that elegant surface. But she was doing the right thing, the only logical thing.
Even the copy had to be protected until there was resolution. You couldn’t trust a man who stole for a living.
Giovanni would come, she told herself. She’d known him for years. However flirtatious, however eccentric he might be, he was at heart a scientist. And he’d always been her friend.
He would listen, he would assess. He would help.
Trying to calm herself, she shut her eyes.
There was something in the air of such places, temples of age and faith and power. Religion had always been, on some levels, about power. Here, that power had manifested itself in great art, so much of it paid for from the coffers of the Medicis.
Buying their souls? she wondered. Balancing out their misdeeds and sins by creating grandeur for a church? Lorenzo had betrayed his wife with the Dark Lady—however acceptable such affairs had been. And his greatest protégé had immortalized her in bronze.
Had he known?
No, no, she remembered, he’d been dead when the bronze was cast. She would have been making the transition to Piero, or one of the younger cousins.
She wouldn’t have given up the power her beauty granted her by turning away a new protector. She was too smart for that, too practical. To prosper, or even to survive during that period, a woman needed the shield of a man, or her own wealth, a certain acceptable lineage.
Or great beauty with a cool mind and heart that knew how to wield it.
Giulietta had known.
Shivering, Miranda opened her eyes again. It was the bronze, she reminded herself, not the woman that mattered now. It was science, not speculation that would solve the puzzle.
She heard the rapid footsteps and tensed. He’d found her. Oh God. She jumped up, whirled, and nearly wept with relief.
“Giovanni.” Her limbs went weak as she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him.
“Bella, what are you doing here?” He returned the embrace with a combination of exasperation and affection. “Why do you call me with fear in your voice and ask me to meet you like a spy?” He glanced over at the high altar. “And in church.”
“It’s quiet, it’s safe. Sanctuary,” she said with a weak smile as she drew back. “I want to explain, but I don’t know how much time I have. He knows I’m gone by now, and he’ll be looking for me.”
“Who knows?”
“Too complicated. Sit down a minute.” Her voice was a whisper, as suited churches and conspiracies. “Giovanni, the bronze. The Dark Lady—it was a forgery.”
“Miranda, my English comes and goes, but to be a forgery makes it necessary to have something to forge. The bronze was a fake, a bad joke, a . . .” He groped for a word. “Bad luck,” he decided. “The authorities have questioned the plumber, but it appears he was no more than a dupe. Is this the word? Someone hoped to pass the statue off as genuine, and nearly succeeded.”
“It was genuine.”
He took her hands. “I know this is difficult for you.”
“You saw the test results.”
“Sì, but . . .”
It hurt, seeing both doubt and suspicion in the eyes of a friend. “Do you think I doctored them?”
“I think there were mistakes. We moved too fast, all of us. Miranda—”
“The pace doesn’t alter the results. That bronze was real. This one is a forgery.” She reached down and brought the wrapped bronze to the top of the bag.
“What is this?”
“It’s the copy. The one Ponti tested.”
“Dio mio! How did you get it?” His voice rose on the question, causing a few heads to turn. Wincing, he leaned closer and whispered. “It was being held in the Bargello.”
“That’s not important. What is important is that this is not the bronze we worked on. You’ll be able to see that for yourself. Once you have it in the lab.”
“In the lab? Miranda, what madness is this?”
“This is sanity.” She had to cling to that. “I’m barred from Standjo. The records are all there, Giovanni, the equipment is there. I need your help. There’s a bronze David in this bag as well. It’s a forgery. I’ve already tested it. But I want you to take them both in, examine them, run what tests you can. You’ll compare the results of the Fiesole Bronze with the ones that were run on the original. You’ll prove it’s not the same bronze.”
“Miranda, be sensible. Even if I do as you ask, I’ll only prove you were wrong.”
“No. You get my notes, your own. Richard’s. You run the tests, you compare. We couldn’t all have been wrong, Giovanni. I’d do it myself, but there are complications.”
She thought of Ryan, furious, tearing the city apart to find her and the bronzes. “And running them myself won’t convince anyone. It needs to be objective. I can’t trust anyone but you.”
She squeezed his hands, knowing she played on his weakness for friendship. She could have stopped the tears that swam into her eyes, but they were genuine. “It’s my reputation, Giovanni. It’s my work. It’s my life.”
He cursed softly, then winced when he remembered where he was, quickly added a prayer and the sign of the cross.
“This will only make you unhappy.”
“I can’t be any more unhappy. For friendship, Giovanni. For me.”
“I’ll do what you ask.”
She squeezed her eyes shut as her heart swelled with gratitude. “Tonight, right away.”
“The sooner it’s done, the better. The lab, it’s closed for a few days, so no one will know.”
“Closed, why?”
He smiled for the first time. “Tomorrow, my lovely pagan, is Good Friday.” And this was not the way he’d intended to spend his holiday weekend. He sighed, nudged the bag with his foot. “Where will I reach you when it’s done?”
“I’ll reach you.” She leaned forward to touch her lips to his. “Grazie, Giovanni. Mille grazie. I’ll never be able to repay you for this.”
“An explanation when it’s done would be a fine start.”
“A full one, I promise. Oh, I’m so glad to see you. I wish I could stay, but I have to get back, and . . . well, I suppose we’d say face the music. I’ll find a way to call you in the morning. Take good care of them,” she added, and nudged the bag toward him with her foot. “Wait a minute or two before you leave, will you. Just in case.”
She kissed him again, warmly, then left him.
Because she looked neither right nor left, she didn’t see the figure standing in the dimness, turned as if to contemplate the faded frescoes of Dante’s Inferno.
She didn’t feel the fury, or the threat.
It was as if a burden had been lifted, the weight that had pressed down on her head, her heart, her conscience. She stepped outside, into the gilded light from the sun that was melting into the west. On the off chance that Ryan was out on foot searching for her, she walked in the opposite direction of the hotel, toward the river.
It wouldn’t do, she thought, to have him find her before she and Giovanni had plenty of distance between them.
It was a long walk, and gave her time to calm herself, time to think, and time, for once, to wonder about the couples who strolled along, hand in hand, who shared long looks or long embraces. Giovanni had once told her romance lived in Florentine air, and she had only to sniff at it.
It made her smile, then it made her sigh.
She simply wasn’t fashioned for romance. And hadn’t she proven it? The only man who’d ever stirred her to the point of aching was a thief with no more integrity than a mushroom.
  
She was better, much better off alone. As she’d always been.
She reached the river, watched the dying sun sprinkle its last lights on the water. When the roar of an engine sounded behind her, when that engine revved violently, impatiently, she knew he’d found her. She’d known he would.
“Get on.”
She glanced back, saw his furious face, the way that anger could turn those warm golden eyes to deadly ice. He was all in black now, as she was, and astride a blue motorbike. The wind had blown his hair into disorder. He looked dangerous, and absurdly sexy.
“I can walk, thanks.”
“Get on, Miranda. Because if I have to get off and put you on, it’s going to hurt.”
Since the alternative was to run like a coward, and likely be run over for her trouble, she shrugged carelessly. She walked to the curb, swung a leg over to sit behind him. She gripped the back of the seat for balance.
But when he took off like a bullet, survival instinct took over and had her wrapping her arms tightly around him.
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“I
guess I should have used the handcuffs after all.” After taking the narrow, winding streets with a reckless and risky speed that suited his mood, Ryan jerked the bike to a halt in the Piazzale Michelangelo.
It seemed apt, and it gave them a heart-shattering view of Florence, with the Tuscan hills rising beyond. As well as the privacy he wanted should he decide to commit violence.
It was nearly empty, with the vendors that crowded the area gone for the day and a broody storm gathering in the western sky, where the sun clung tenuously to the horizon.
“Off,” he ordered, and waited for her to pry her hands from their death grip around his waist. He’d given her a couple of good scares on the ride. He’d meant to.
“You drive like a lunatic.”
“Half Italian, half Irish. What do you expect?” He swung off himself, then dragged her to the wall, where Florence spread like an old jewel below. There were still a few tourists taking pictures of the grand fountain, but since they were Japanese he thought he could risk ripping into her in either English or Italian. He chose the latter because he considered it more passionate.
“Where are they?”
“Safe.”
“I didn’t ask how they were, but where. What have you done with the bronzes?”
“The sensible thing. It’s going to storm,” she said as lightning licked the sky with the same edgy sizzle as the nerves riding in her stomach. “We should get inside somewhere.”
He simply pushed her back against the wall, and held her there, body against body. “I want the bronzes, Miranda.”
She kept her eyes on his. She wouldn’t appeal to the handful of lingering tourists for help. This, she promised herself, she would deal with on her own. “They’re worthless to you.”
“That’s for me to decide. Damn it, I trusted you.”
Now her eyes fired back. “You mean you couldn’t lock me into the suite the way you did in your apartment.” She kept her voice low, its already husky tone rough with temper. “You couldn’t make me wait the way you did at the Bargello while you went ahead and acted without telling me what you planned to do. This time I went ahead.”
He put his arms around her so that they looked like desperate lovers too involved with each other to notice storm or city. His grip shortened her breath considerably. “Went ahead and what?”
“Made arrangements. You’re hurting me.”
“Not yet I’m not. You had to give them to someone. Your mother. No,” he decided when she continued to stare at him. “Not your mother. You’re still hoping to make her grovel for doubting you. Got a boyfriend here in Florence, Dr. Jones, someone you could sweet-talk into tucking the bronzes away until you figure I’d give up? Now I want the bronzes—both of them.”
Thunder grumbled, rolled closer.
“I told you, they’re safe. I made arrangements. I did what I thought best.”
“Do I look like I give a rat’s ass what you think?”
  
“I want to prove they’re copies. So do you. If I run the tests and the comparisons, it could be claimed I slanted them. We’d be no better off than we are now. It was your job to get the bronze from the Bargello, it’s mine to determine how to prove it’s a forgery.”
“You gave them to someone from Standjo.” He drew back only far enough to take her face in his hands. “What kind of idiot are you?”
“I gave them to someone I trust, to someone I’ve known for years.” She took a deep breath, hoping to trade temper for reason. “He’ll do the work because I asked him. And tomorrow, I’ll contact him and get the results.”
He had a vicious urge to bounce her head off the wall, just to see if it was really as hard as he suspected. “Follow this logic, Dr. Jones. The Dark Lady is a forgery. Therefore someone at Standjo made the copy. Someone who knows what the tests would show, how to make it look real enough to pass prelims, someone who likely has a source who’d pay some excellent lire for the real thing.”
“He wouldn’t do that. His work’s important to him.”
“Mine’s important to me. Let’s go.”
“Where?”
He was already dragging her across the plaza to the bike when the first fat drops of rain fell. “To the lab, sweetheart. We’ll check up on your friend’s progress.”
“Don’t you understand? If we break into the lab, the tests will be moot. No one will believe me.”
“You forget. I already believe you. That’s part of the problem. Now get on, or I leave you here and take care of business myself.”
She considered it, then decided the last thing Giovanni needed was a furious Ryan breaking into the lab. “Let him do the tests.” She pushed at her wet hair. “It’s the only way they’ll have validity.”
He simply gunned the engine. “Get on.”
She got on, and as he tore out of the plaza she tried to convince herself she’d make him see reason once they got to Standjo.
Half a block from Standjo he pulled the bike into a small forest of others along the curbing. “Be quiet,” he said, jumping off to remove pouches from the saddlebags. “Do what you’re told, and carry this.” He shoved one of the bags into her hands, then took her arm in a firm grip and led her down the street.
“We’ll go in the back, just in case anyone’s curious enough to be looking out into the rain. We’ll cross directly over the photo lab to the stairs.”
“How do you know the setup?”
“I do my research. I’ve got blueprints of the whole facility on disk.” He drew her around the back of the building, then pulled out a pair of surgical gloves. “Put these on.”
“This isn’t going to—”
“I said be quiet and do what you’re told. You’ve already caused me more trouble than necessary. I’m going to disable the alarm in this sector, which means you don’t go more than one foot away from me while we’re inside.”
He pulled on his own gloves as he spoke, and thought nothing of the rain now pounding over them. “If we need to access another area of the building, I’ll deal with the security from inside. It’ll be easier. There’re no guards, it’s all electronic, so it’s unlikely we’d run into anyone but your good pal over a holiday weekend.”
She started to protest again, then backed off. It occurred to her that once she was inside, she’d have Giovanni behind her. Surely the two of them could handle one irritating thief.
“If he’s not inside, with the bronzes, I’m going to make you very sorry.”
“He’s there. He gave me his word.”
“Yeah, like you gave me yours.” He approached the door, setting down his bag to prepare to work. Then his eyes narrowed as he studied the fixture beside the door. “Alarm’s off,” he murmured. “Your friend’s careless, Dr. Jones. He didn’t reset the system from inside.”
She ignored the rippling chill over her skin. “I suppose he didn’t think it necessary.”
“Um-hmm. Door’s locked, though. That would be automatic once it was shut. We’ll fix that.”
He unrolled a soft leather strip, using his body to shield his tools as best he could. He’d have to wipe them down well later, he mused. Couldn’t risk rust.
“This shouldn’t take long, but keep your eye out anyway.”
He hummed lightly, a tune she recognized as a passage from Aida. She crossed her arms over her chest, turned her back to him, and stared into the driving rain.
Whoever had installed security hadn’t wanted to deface the beautiful old door with dead bolts. The brass knobs were sad-faced cherubs that suited the medieval architecture and guarded a series of efficient but aesthetically discreet locks.
Ryan blinked rain out of his eyes and wished vaguely for an umbrella.
He had to work by feel alone. The pounding of the rain prevented him from hearing that faint and satisfying click of tumblers. But the sturdy British locks surrendered, degree by degree.
“Bring the bag,” he told her when he pulled the heavy door open.
He used his penlight to guide them to the stairs. “You explain to your friend that I’m helping you out, and I’ll take it from there. That is, if he’s here.”
“I said he’d be here. He promised me.”
“Then he must like to work in the dark.” He shined his light straight ahead. “That’s your lab, right?”
“Yes.” Her brows drew together. It was black as pitch. “He just hasn’t gotten here yet.”
“Who turned off the alarm?”
“I . . . He’s probably in the chem lab. That’s his field.”
“We’ll check that out in a minute. Meanwhile we’ll just see if your notes are still in your office. Through here?”
“Yes, through the doors and to the left. It was only my temporary office.”
“You put the data on your computer’s hard drive?”
“Yes.”
“Then we’ll get it.”
The doors were unlocked, which gave him an unhappy feeling. Deciding to err on the side of caution, he shut off his flashlight. “Stay behind me.”
  
“Why?”
“Just do it.” He eased through the door, blocking her body with his. For several humming seconds he listened, and hearing nothing but the whoosh of air through the vents, reached over to turn on the lights.
“Oh God.” Instinctively, she gripped his shoulder. “Oh my God.”
“I thought scientists were tidy,” he murmured.
It looked as if someone had indulged in a vicious tantrum, or a hell of a party. Computers were smashed, and the glass from monitors and test tubes littered the floor. Worktables had been overturned, papers scattered. Stations that had been surgically ordered were now a jumble of wreckage. The stench of chemicals unwisely mixed smeared the air.
“I don’t understand this. What’s the point of this?”
“It wasn’t burglary,” he said easily. “Not with all these computers busted instead of lifted. Looks to me, Dr. Jones, like your friend’s come and gone.”
“Giovanni would never do this.” She pushed past Ryan to kick her way through the rubble. “It had to be vandals, kids on a rampage. All this equipment, all this data.” She mourned it even as she stormed through the room. “Destroyed, ruined.”
Vandals? He didn’t think so. Where was the graffiti, where was the glee? This had been done in rage, and with purpose. And he had a hunch it was going to circle right around on them.
“Let’s get out of here.”
“I have to check the other sections, see how extensive the damage is. If they got to the chem lab—”
She broke off, shoving her way through the mess with the terrible idea of a gang of young hoods with a volatile supply of stolen chemicals.
“You can’t fix it,” he muttered under his breath, and started after her. When he caught up, she was standing in an open doorway, staring, swaying.
Giovanni had kept his promise, and he wasn’t going anywhere. He lay on his back, his head twisted at an odd angle and resting in a dark, glossy pool. His eyes, open and dull, were fixed on The Dark Lady, who lay with him, her graceful hands and smiling face covered with blood.
“Sweet Jesus.” It was as much prayer as oath as Ryan jerked her back, forced her around so that she stared into his eyes instead of at what lay in the room beyond. “Is that your friend?”
“I . . . Giovanni.” Her pupils had dilated with shock and her eyes were as black and lifeless as a doll’s.
“Hold it together. You have to hold it together, Miranda, because we might not have much time. Our fingerprints are all over that bronze, do you understand?” And the bronze had recently graduated from forgery to murder weapon. “Those are the only ones the cops will find on it. We’ve been set up here.”
There was a roaring in her ears—the ocean rising up to strike rock. “Giovanni’s dead.”
“Yeah, he is—now stand right here.” For expedience sake, he propped her against the wall. He stepped into the room, breathing through his teeth so as not to absorb the smell of death. The room reeked with it, and the smell was obscenely fresh. Though it made him grimace, he picked up the bronze, stuffed it into his bag. Doing his best to stop his gaze from locking on the face staring up at him, he did a quick search of the wrecked room.
The David had been heaved into a corner. The dent in the wall showed where it had struck.
Very smart, he thought as he pushed it into the bag. Very tidy. Leave both pieces and tie it together. Tie it right around Miranda’s neck like a noose.
She was exactly as he’d left her, but now she was shaking and her skin was the color of paste.
“You can walk,” he said roughly. “You can run if you have to, because we’ve got to get out of here.”
“We can’t—can’t leave him. In there. Like this. Giovanni. He’s dead.”
“And there’s nothing you can do for him. We’re going.”
“I can’t leave him.”
Rather than wasting time arguing, he caught her up in a fireman’s carry. She didn’t struggle, only hung limply and repeated the same words over and over like a chant. “I can’t leave him. I can’t leave him.”
He was out of breath by the time he hit the outside door. Still, he shifted her weight, opened the door only far enough to give him a view of the street. He saw nothing out of place, but the back of his neck continued to prickle as though it felt the business end of a blade.
When they were out in the rain, he dumped her on her feet and shook her hard. “You don’t fall apart until we’re out of here. Put it on ice, Miranda, and do what needs to be done next.”
Without waiting for her assent, he pulled her around the building and down the street. She slid on the bike behind him, held on so that he could feel the jumping skip of her heart against his back as he drove through the rain.
 
He wanted to get her inside quickly, but forced himself to drive through the city, taking narrow side streets at random to be certain they weren’t being followed. Whoever had killed Giovanni might have been watching the building, waiting for them. He was reserving judgment on that until he managed to get the full story out of Miranda.
Satisfied there was no tail, he parked in front of the hotel. He gathered his bags, then turned to push the wet hair out of her face. “You listen to me. Pay attention.” He held on to her face until her glazed eyes focused. “We have to cross the lobby. I want you to walk straight to the elevator. I’ll handle the clerk. You just go and stand by the elevator. Understand?”
“Yes.” It felt as if the words came from somewhere over the top of her head rather than out of her mouth. Words floating there, meaningless and confusing.
When she walked it was like swimming through syrup, but she walked, intensely focused on the gleaming doors of the elevators. That was her goal, she thought. She just had to walk to the elevator.
Dimly she heard Ryan talking with the desk clerk, a rumble of male laughter. She stared at the door, reached out and ran her fingertip down the surface as if to gauge the texture. So smooth and cool. Odd, she’d never noticed that before. She laid her palm on it as Ryan came up beside her and pushed the up button.
It rumbled, like the thunder, she realized. Gears shifting, engaging. And the door made a soft hissing sound when it opened.
She didn’t have any more color in her cheeks than the corpse they’d left behind, Ryan noted. And her teeth were starting to chatter. He imagined she was chilled to the bone. God knew he was, and not just from an open ride in drenching rain.
“Just walk down the hall,” he ordered, shifting his bags so that he could wrap an arm around her waist. She didn’t lean on him, didn’t seem to have enough substance in her body to give weight, but he kept his arm around her until they were inside the suite.
He locked the door, added the safety latch before taking her into the bedroom. “Get out of the wet clothes, into a robe.” He’d have preferred to dump her in a hot bath, but was afraid she’d just slip under and drown.
He checked the terrace doors, made certain they too were locked before he searched out a bottle of brandy from the minibar. He didn’t bother with glasses.
She was sitting on the bed, exactly as he’d left her. “You’ve got to get out of those clothes,” he told her. “You’re soaked through.”
“I— My fingers don’t work.”
“Okay, okay. Here, swallow.”
He broke the seal on the bottle, then held it to her lips. She obeyed mindlessly, until the fire spurted down her throat and into her belly. “I don’t like brandy.”
“I don’t like spinach, but my mother made me eat it. One more time. Come on, be a good soldier.” He managed to pour another swallow down her throat before she sputtered and pushed his hand away.
“I’m all right. I’m all right.”
“Sure you are.” Hoping to ease the queasiness in his own stomach, he tipped back the bottle and took a healthy gulp himself. “Now the clothes.” He set the bottle aside and went to work on the buttons of her shirt.
“Don’t—”
“Miranda.” Realizing his legs weren’t completely steady, he sat beside her. “Does it look like I’m going to cop a feel here? You’re in shock. You need to get warm and dry. So do I.”
“I can do it. I can.” She got shakily to her feet and stumbled into the bath.
When the door clicked shut, he resisted the urge to open it again to be certain she wasn’t in a heap on the floor.
For a moment he lowered his head into his hands, ordered himself to breathe, just breathe. It was his first up-close and personal experience with violent death. Fresh, violent, and real, he thought, and took one more shot of brandy from the bottle.
It wasn’t an experience he wanted to repeat.
“I’m going to order up some food. Something hot.” He peeled out of his wet jacket as he spoke. Keeping an eye on the door, he stripped, tossed his wet clothes aside, and pulled on slacks and a shirt.
“Miranda?” With his hands in his pockets, he frowned at the door. Modesty be damned, he decided, and pushed it open.
She’d put on a robe, but her hair was still streaming with wet as she stood in the center of the room, her arms wrapped tight around her body as she rocked herself. She sent Ryan one look of unspeakable misery. “Giovanni.”
“Okay, all right.” He put his arms around her, cradled her head on his shoulder. “You did good, you did fine. It’s okay to fall apart now.”
She only clenched and unclenched her hands against his back. “Who could have done that to him? He’s never hurt anyone. Who could have done that?”
“We’ll figure it out. We will. We’re going to talk about it, step by step.” He cuddled her closer, stroking a hand down her wet hair as much to soothe himself as her. “But your mind has to be clear. I need your brain. I need your logic.”
  
“I can’t think. I keep seeing him, lying there. All the blood. He was my friend. He came when I asked him to. He. . .”
And the full horror of it struck her, a brutal slice to the heart that cleared her head to shocking, vicious clarity. “Oh God, Ryan. I killed him.”
“No.” He pulled her back so that their eyes were level again. “Whoever bashed in the back of his head killed him. You get over that, Miranda, because it’s not going to help.”
“He was only in there tonight because of me. If I hadn’t asked him, he’d have been at home, or out on a date, or sitting in some trattoria drinking wine with friends.”
She pressed her fisted hands to her mouth, the eyes over them swimming with horror. “He’s dead because I asked him to help me, because I didn’t trust you and because my reputation is so important, so vital, I had to have it done my way.” She shook her head. “I’m never going to get over that.”
However miserable her eyes, her color was back and her voice was stronger. Guilt could energize as well as paralyze. “Okay, then use it. Dry your hair while I order some food. We’ve got a lot to talk about.”
She dried her hair, and slipped into white cotton pajamas, then wrapped the robe over them. She would eat, she told herself, because she would be ill if she didn’t. She needed to be well, strong, and clearheaded if she was going to avenge Giovanni.
Avenge? she thought with a shudder. She’d never believed in vengeance. Now it seemed perfectly sane, perfectly logical. The term “an eye for an eye” circled grimly in her head. Whoever killed Giovanni had used her as a weapon as cold-bloodedly as they’d used the bronze.
Whatever it took, however long it took, she would see that they paid for it.
When she came out of the bedroom, she saw that Ryan had ordered the waiter to set up the meal on the terrace. The rain had stopped and the air was fresh. The table sat cheerfully under the bright green-and-white-striped awning and candles flickered over the linen cloth.
  
She supposed it was designed to make her feel better. Because she was grateful to him, she did her best to pretend it did.
“This looks very nice.” She managed what passed for a smile. “What are we eating?”
“Minestrone to start, then a couple of Florentine steaks. It’ll help. Sit and eat.”
She took a chair, even picked up her spoon and sampled the soup. It stuck like paste in her throat, but she forced herself to swallow. And he was right, the heat of it thawed some of the ice in her belly.
“I need to apologize to you.”
“Okay. I never turn down an apology from a woman.”
“I broke my word to you.” She lifted her gaze, locked on his. “I never meant to keep it. I told myself a promise to a man like you didn’t have to be kept. That was wrong of me, and I’m sorry.”
The simplicity, the quiet tone, touched his heart. He’d have preferred it otherwise. “We’re going at this at cross-purposes. That’s the way it is. Still, we’ve got a mutual goal. We want to find the original bronzes. And now someone’s upped the stakes. It may be smarter for you to back off, let this go. Proving you were right isn’t worth your life.”
“It cost me a friend.” She pressed her lips together, then made herself spoon up more soup. “I won’t back off, Ryan. I couldn’t live with myself if I did. I don’t have many friends. I’m sure that’s my fault. I don’t relate well to people.”
“You’re being too hard on yourself. You relate fine when you let your guard down. Like you did with my family.”
“I didn’t let my guard down. They just didn’t pay any attention to it. I envy you what you have with them.” Her voice trembled a little, so she shook her head and forced down more soup. “The unconditional love, the sheer delight all of you have with each other. You can’t buy that kind of gift.” She smiled a little. “And you can’t steal it.”
“You can make it. It just takes the wanting to.”
  
“Someone has to want the gift you’re making.” She sighed and decided to risk a sip of wine. “If my parents and I had a better relationship, you and I wouldn’t be sitting here right now. It really goes back to that. Dysfunction doesn’t always show itself in raised voices and fists. Sometimes it can be insidiously polite.”
“Have you ever told them how you feel?”
“Not the way I imagine you mean.” She looked past him, over the city where the lights gleamed and the moon was beginning to ride the clearing sky. “I’m not sure I knew how I felt until recently. And it doesn’t matter now. Finding who did this to Giovanni matters.”
He let it rest, and since he’d decided it was his turn to deal with practicalities, he removed the covers from the steaks. “Nobody understands the way a slice of red meat should be treated better than the Florentines. Tell me about Giovanni.”
It was a fist to the heart and the shock of it had her staring at him. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”
“First tell me what you knew about him and how you came to know it.” It would ease her in, he thought, to the details he wanted most.
“He’s— He was brilliant. A chemist. He was born here in Florence, and joined Standjo about ten years ago. He worked here primarily, but did some time in the lab at the Institute. That’s where I worked with him initially, about six years ago the first time.”
She lifted a hand and rubbed at her temple. “He was a lovely man, sweet and funny. He was single. He enjoyed women, and was very charming and attentive. He noticed details about you. If you wore a new blouse or did your hair a different way.”
“Were you lovers?”
She winced, but shook her head. “No. We were friends. I respected his abilities, very much. I trusted his judgment, and I depended on his loyalty. I used his loyalty,” she said quietly, then pushed away from the table to walk to the parapet.
She needed a moment to adjust, yet again. He was dead. She couldn’t change it. How many times, she thought, for how many years, would she find herself adjusting to those two single facts?
“It was Giovanni who called me to tell me the bronze had been discredited,” she continued. “He didn’t want me unprepared when my mother contacted me.”
“So, he was in her confidence?”
“He was part of my team here, on the project. And he’d been called on the carpet when my findings were questioned.” Steadier, she walked back to the table, sat again. “I used his loyalty, and our friendship. I knew I could.”
“Today was the first time you talked to him about the bronze being a copy?”
“Yes. I called him when you went downstairs. I asked him to meet me inside Santa Maria Novella. I told him it was urgent.”
“Where did you call him?”
“At the lab. I knew I could catch him before the end of the workday. I took the bronzes, and I went down the stairs, out the back courtyard while you were at the desk. He came right away. It couldn’t have been more than fifteen minutes.”
Enough time, Ryan mused, for him to have told someone of the call. The wrong someone. “What did you tell him?”
“Almost everything. I explained that I had the bronze that Ponti had tested, that it wasn’t the same one we’d worked on. I told him as much as I could about the David. I don’t think he believed me. But he listened.”
She stopped pushing her steak around on her plate. Pretending to eat was too much effort. “I asked him to take the bronzes into the lab, to run tests, to do a comparison. I said I’d contact him tomorrow. I didn’t give him the hotel because I didn’t want him to call or come over. I didn’t want you to know what I’d done with the bronzes.”
Ryan sat back, deciding neither of them was going to do the meal justice. Instead he took out a cigar. “That may very well be why we’re sitting here, enjoying the moonlight.”
“What do you mean?”
  
“Put your brain to work, Dr. Jones. Your friend had the bronzes, and now he’s dead. The murder weapon and the David were left on the scene. What connects the two? You do.”
He lighted the cigar to give her time to absorb the thought. “If the cops had found those statues on the crime scene, they’d have gone hunting for you. Whoever did it knows you’ve put enough together to look for answers, and that you’re skirting the law enough to prevent you from bringing in the police.”
“Killing Giovanni to implicate me.” It was too cold, too hideous to be contemplated. And too logical to ignore.
“An added benefit. If he was straight, he’d have begun to wonder himself after the tests. He’d take another look at your notes, your results.”
“That’s why the lab was trashed,” she murmured. “We’ll never find my documentation now.”
“Taken or destroyed,” Ryan agreed. “Your friend was in the way. And Miranda, so are you.”
“Yes, I see.” Somehow it was better that way, easier. “It’s more important than ever to find the original. Whoever replaced it killed Giovanni.”
“You know what they say about killing? The first one’s tough. After that, it’s just business.”
She ignored the chill that danced over her skin. “If that means you want to end our deal here and now, I won’t blame you.”
“Wouldn’t you?” He leaned back again, drawing idly on the cigar. He wondered how much the fact that she would think him a coward played into it. And how much the need to protect her weighed on the decision he’d already made. “I finish what I start.”
Relief spread like a river, but she picked up her wineglass, raised it in a half-salute. “So do I.”
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I
t was still shy of midnight when Carlo left the trattoria and began to walk home. He’d promised his wife he wouldn’t be out late. The boundaries of their marriage included one evening a week for him to sit and drink and tell lies with his friends. Sofia had her evening as well, a gossipfest at her sister’s, which he supposed amounted to the same thing.
Habitually he stayed till twelve, or a bit after, drawing the male oasis out, but just lately he’d been cutting it short. He’d been the butt of jokes since the papers had announced his Dark Lady was a hoax.
He didn’t believe it, not for a minute. He’d held the statue in his hands, he’d felt the whisper of breath on his cheeks. An artist recognized art. But whenever he said so, his friends laughed.
The authorities had grilled him like a criminal. Dio mio, he’d done nothing but what was right. Perhaps he’d made a small error of judgment by taking the statue out of the villa.
But he had found her, after all. He had held her in his hands, looked at her face, felt her beauty and her power like wine in his blood. She had transfixed him, he thought now. Bewitched him. And still, in the end he’d done the right thing and given her up.
Now they tried to say she was nothing. A clever scheme to dupe the art world. He knew, in his heart, in his bones, that was a lie.
Sofia said she believed him, but he knew she didn’t. She said it because she was loyal and loving, and because it caused less arguing in front of the children. The reporters he’d talked to had taken down all his statements, and had made him sound like a fool.
He’d tried to talk to the American woman, the one who ran the big laboratory where his lady had been taken. But she wouldn’t listen. He’d lost his temper with her, demanded to speak to the Dr. Miranda Jones who had proven his lady was real.
The direttrice had called security and had him tossed out. It had been humiliating.
He should never have listened to Sofia, he thought now as he made his way down the quiet road outside the city toward home, stumbling a bit as the wine brooded in his head. He should have kept the lady for himself as he’d wanted to. He had found her, he had taken her out of the damp, dark cellar and brought her into the light. She belonged to him.
Now, even though they claimed she was worthless, they wouldn’t give her back to him.
He wanted her back.
He’d called the lab in Rome and demanded the return of his property. He had shouted and raved and called them all liars and cheats. He’d even called America and left a desperate and rambling message on Miranda’s office machine. He believed she was his link to his lady. She would help him, somehow.
He couldn’t rest until he saw the lady again, held her in his hands.
He would hire a lawyer, he decided, inspired by wine and the humiliation of sly laughter. He would call the American woman again, the one in the place called Maine, and convince her it was all a plot, a conspiracy to steal the lady from him.
He remembered her picture from the papers. A strong face, an honest one. Yes, she would help.
Miranda Jones. She would listen to him.
He didn’t glance behind him when he heard the oncoming car. The road was clear, and he was well onto the shoulder. He was concentrating on the face from the papers, on what he would say to this woman scientist.
It was Miranda and The Dark Lady who occupied his mind when the car struck him at full speed.
 
Standing on the terrace in the strong morning light, Miranda gazed out at the city. Perhaps for the first time she fully appreciated the beauty of it. The end of Giovanni’s life had irrevocably changed hers. Somewhere inside her a dark place would remain, formed of guilt and sorrow. And yet, she sensed more light than she had ever known before. There was an urgency to grab hold, to take time, to savor details.
The quiet kiss of the breeze that fluttered over her cheeks, the flash of sun that shimmered over city and hill, the warm stone under her bare feet.
She wanted to go down, she realized. To get dressed and go out and walk the streets without destination, without some purpose driving every step. Just to look in store windows, to wander along the river. To feel alive.
“Miranda.”
She drew in a breath, glanced over her shoulder and saw Ryan standing in the terrace doorway. “It’s a beautiful morning. Spring, rebirth. I don’t think I really appreciated that before.”
He crossed the terrace, laid a hand over hers on the parapet. She might have smiled if she hadn’t seen the look in his eye. “Oh God. What now? What happened?”
“The plumber. Carlo Rinaldi. He’s dead. Hit-and-run, last night. I just heard it on the news.” Her hand turned in his, gripped. “He was walking home near midnight. There weren’t many more details.” A cold fury worked through him. “He had three children, and another on the way.”
“It could have been an accident.” She wanted to cling to that, thought she might have been able to if she hadn’t looked into Ryan’s eyes. “But it wasn’t. Why would anyone kill him? He isn’t connected to the lab. He can’t know anything.”
“He’s been making a lot of noise. For all we know, he might have been in on the whole thing from the beginning. Either way, he found it, he had it for several days. He would have studied it. He was a loose end, Miranda, and loose ends get snipped.”
“Like Giovanni.” She moved away from him. She could live with it, she told herself. She had to. “Was there anything in the news about Giovanni?”
“No, but there will be. Get dressed. We’re going out.”
Out, she thought, but not to wander the streets, to stroll along the river, to just be. “All right.”
“No arguments?” He raised an eyebrow. “No where, what, why?”
“Not this time.” She stepped into the bedroom and closed the doors.
Thirty minutes later, they were at a phone booth and Ryan was doing something he’d avoided all of his life. He was calling the cops.
He pitched his voice toward the upper scale, used a nervous whisper and colloquial Italian to report a body in the second-floor lab at Standjo. He hung up on the rapid questions. “That should do it. Let’s get moving in case the Italian police have caller-ID.”
“Are we going back to the hotel?”
“No.” He swung onto the bike. “We’re going to your mother’s. You navigate.”
“My mother’s?” Her vow not to question was swallowed up in shock. “Why? Are you crazy? I can’t take you to my mother’s.”
“I figure there won’t be a nice linguine and red sauce for lunch, but we’ll catch a pizza on the way. That should give it enough time.”
“For what?”
  
“For the cops to find the body, for her to hear about it. What do you figure she’ll do when she does?”
“She’ll go straight to the lab.”
“That’s what I’m counting on. That should give us a nice window to search her place.”
“We’re going to break into my mother’s home?”
“Unless she leaves a spare key under the mat. Put this on.” He pulled a ball cap out of the saddlebags. “The neighbors will spot that hair of yours a mile away.”
 
“I don’t see the point in this,” Miranda said an hour later, sitting on the bike behind him half a block down from her mother’s home. “I can’t justify breaking into my mother’s home, rummaging through her things.”
“Any paperwork dealing with your tests that was kept at the lab is a loss. There’s a chance she might have copies here.”
“Why would she?”
“Because you’re her daughter.”
“It wouldn’t matter to her.”
But it matters to you, Ryan thought. “Maybe, maybe not. Is that her?”
Miranda looked back at the house, caught herself ducking behind Ryan like a schoolgirl playing hooky. “Yes, I guess you called this part of it.”
“Attractive woman. You don’t look much like her.”
“Thank you so much.”
He only chuckled and watched Elizabeth, ruthlessly groomed in a dark suit, unlock her car. “Keeps her cool,” he noted. “You wouldn’t know to look at her that she’s just been told her business has been broken into, and one of her employees is dead.”
“My mother isn’t given to outward displays of emotion.”
“Like I said, you’re not much like her. Okay, we’ll walk down from here. She won’t be back for a couple of hours, but we’ll do this in one to keep it simple.”
“There’s nothing simple here.” She watched him sling his bag over his shoulder. Oh yes, she decided, her life would never be the same. She was a criminal now.
He walked right up to the front door and rang the bell. “She have a staff? A dog? A lover?”
“She has a housekeeper, I believe, but not a live-in. She doesn’t care for pets.” She tugged the ball cap more securely over her hair. “I don’t know anything about her sex life.”
He rang the bell again. There wasn’t much more embarrassing to his mind than stepping into what you believed was an empty home to do your job, and discovering the owner was home sick with the flu.
He slipped out his picks and defeated the locks in little more time than if he’d used a key. “Alarm system?”
“I don’t know. Probably.”
“Okay, we’ll deal with it.” He stepped in, saw the panel on the wall, and the light indicating the system required a code. He had a minute, he concluded, and pulling out a screwdriver, removed the facing, snipped a couple of wires, and put it to rest.
Because the scientist in her couldn’t help but admire his quick, economic efficiency, she made her voice bland. “You make me wonder why anyone bothers with this sort of thing. Why not just leave the doors and windows open?”
“My sentiments exactly.” He winked at her, then scanned the foyer. “Nice place. Very appealing art—a bit on the static side but attractive. Where’s her office?”
She only stared at him a moment, wondering why she found his casual critique of her mother’s taste amusing. She should have been appalled. “Second floor, to the left I think. I haven’t spent a great deal of time here.”
“Let’s try it.” He climbed up a graceful set of stairs. Place could have done with a bit more color, he thought, a few surprises. Everything was as perfect as a model home and had the same unoccupied feel. It was certainly classy, but he much preferred his own apartment in New York or Miranda’s elegantly shabby house in Maine.
He found the office feminine but not fussy, polished but efficient, cool but not quite brittle. He wondered if it reflected the occupant, and thought it likely.
  
“Safe?”
“I wouldn’t know.”
“So, look around,” he suggested, and began to do so by tipping forward the backs of paintings. “Here it is, behind this very nice Renoir print. I’ll deal with this, you go through the desk.”
She hesitated. Even as a child she’d known better than to enter any room of her mother’s without permission. She would never have strolled in and borrowed earrings or copped a spritz of perfume. And she certainly would never have touched the contents of her mother’s desk.
It appeared she was about to make up for lost time.
She shoved aside the conditioning of a lifetime and dived in, with a great deal more enthusiasm than she’d ever admit.
“There are a lot of files here,” she told Ryan while she flipped through. “Most seem to be personal. Insurance, receipts, correspondence.”
“Keep looking.”
She sat in the desk chair—another first—and pawed through another drawer. Excitement was bubbling in her belly now, guilty, shameful excitement.
“Copies of contracts,” she murmured, “and reports. I guess she does some work here. Oh.” Her fingers froze. “The Fiesole Bronze. She has a file.”
“Take it. We’ll look through it later.” He listened to the last tumbler click into place. “Now I have you, my little beauty. Very nice, very nice,” he whispered, opening a velvet case and examining a double rope of pearls. “Heirlooms—they’d suit you.”
“Put those back.”
“I’m not stealing them. I don’t do jewelry.” But he opened another box and hmmed at the glitter of diamonds. “Very classy earrings, about three carats each, square-cut, looks like Russian whites, probably first water.”
“I thought you didn’t do jewelry.”
“Doesn’t mean I don’t have an interest. These would be killers with your ring.”
“It’s not my ring,” she said primly, but her gaze shifted to the diamond winking on her finger. “It’s window dressing.”
“Right. Look at this.” He pulled out a thin plastic holder. “Look familiar?”
“The X rays.” She was away from the desk and grabbing for them in two thumping heartbeats. “The computer printouts. Look, look at them. It’s there. You can see it. The corrosion level. Just look. It’s there. It’s real.”
Suddenly swamped with emotion, she pressed the heel of her hand to her brow and squeezed her eyes shut. “It’s there. I wasn’t wrong. I didn’t make a mistake.”
“I never thought you did.”
She opened her eyes again, smiled. “Liar. You broke into my bedroom and threatened to strangle me.”
“I said I could strangle you.” He circled her throat with his hands again. “And that was before I knew you. Tidy up, honey. We’ve got enough to keep us busy for a while.”
 
They spent the next several hours in the hotel suite, with Miranda going over the copies of her reports line by line and Ryan huddled at his computer.
“It’s all here. Everything I did, stage by stage. Every test, every result. Admittedly, it’s light on documentation, but it stands. Why didn’t she see that?”
“Take a look at this and see if I’ve got it right.”
“What?”
“I’ve done a cross-check.” He motioned her over. “These are the names I come up with. People who had access to both bronzes. There’s probably more, but these are the key players.”
She rose and read over his shoulder. She only set her teeth when she noted her name topped the list. Her mother was there, as was her father, Andrew, Giovanni, Elise, Carter, Hawthorne, Vincente.
“Andrew didn’t have access to The Dark Lady.”
A tendril of the hair she’d pinned up fell and tickled his cheek. The immediate tightening of his loins had him letting out a long quiet breath. If nothing else, he thought, her hair was going to drive him to drink before they were done.
  
“He’s connected to you, your mother, and Elise. Close enough.”
She sniffed and shoved her glasses more securely on her nose. “That’s insulting.”
“I want to know how accurate it is. Save the comments.”
“It’s fairly complete, and insulting.”
Oh yeah, there was that prissy tone of voice too. It just destroyed him with wanting to turn it into moans. “Was Hawthorne’s wife with him in Florence?”
“No.”
“Richard’s divorced.” What the hell, he thought, and tortured himself by turning his head just enough to get a good solid sniff of her hair. “Was he a couple when he did his stint in Maine?”
“I don’t know. I barely met him. In fact, I didn’t remember him until he reminded me we’d met.” Annoyed, she turned her head, found her eyes locked on his—and something in his wasn’t focused on work. Her heart did a quick cartwheel and shot little springs of lust into her belly. “Why does it matter?”
“Why does what matter?” He wanted that mouth. Goddamn it, he was entitled to that mouth.
“The, uh . . . Richard being divorced.”
“Because people tell their lovers and spouses all kinds of confidential things. Sex,” he murmured, and wrapped that loose tendril around his finger, “is a great communicator.”
One tug, he thought, one little tug and her mouth would be on his. He’d have all that hair in his hands, all the wild, curling mass of it. He’d have her naked in five minutes. Except for the glasses.
He was starting to have incredible fantasies about Miranda wearing only her glasses.
It was with real regret that he didn’t tug, but unwound her hair, turned, and scowled at the screen.
“We need to go through the worker bees too, but we need a break.”
“A break?” There wasn’t a single organized thought in her mind. Her nerves were sizzling along the surface of her skin like little licks of lightning.
If he touched her now, if he kissed her now, she knew she’d go off like a rocket. She straightened, closed her eyes. And yearned.
“What did you have in mind?”
“Let’s put this away, and go have a meal.”
Her eyes popped open again. “A what?”
“Food, Dr. Jones.” He tapped keys, concentrating, and didn’t see her scrub her hands over her face behind his back.
“Yes, food.” Her voice shook slightly—laughter or despair, she couldn’t be sure. “Good idea.”
“What would you like for your last night in Florence?”
“The last night?”
“Things might get sticky here. We’re better off working on home ground.”
“But if The Dark Lady is here—”
“We’ll come back for her.” He shut off his machine, pushed away from the little desk. “Florence isn’t a big city, Dr. Jones. Sooner or later, someone you know is going to spot you.” He flicked a finger over her hair. “You just don’t blend. Now, fast, fancy, or rowdy?”
Home. She discovered she very much wanted to go home, to see it with these new eyes. “I think I’d like rowdy for a change.”
“Excellent choice. I know just the place.”
 
It was loud, it was crowded, and the harsh lights bounced off the unapologetically garish paintings that crowded the wall. They suited the hanks of hanging sausages and whole smoked hams that were the restaurant’s primary decor. Tables were pushed together so that diners—friends and strangers alike—ate the hearty portions of meat and pasta elbow to elbow.
They were wedged in a corner by a round man with a stained apron who took Ryan’s order for a bottle of local red with a nod. At Miranda’s left was one half of a gay American couple who were touring Europe. They shared a basket of bread while Ryan engaged them in conversation with an ease and openness Miranda admired.
She would never have talked to strangers in a restaurant except in the most limited fashion. But by the time the wine was set on the table and poured, she knew they were from New York, ran a restaurant in the Village, and had been together for ten years. It was, they said, their anniversary trip.
“It’s our second honeymoon.” Enjoying himself, Ryan picked up Miranda’s hand and kissed it. “Right, Abby darling?”
At sea, she stared at him, then responded to his light kick under the table. “Oh, yes. Um . . . we couldn’t afford a honeymoon when we were first married. Kevin was just getting started and I was . . . only a junior exec at the agency. Now we’re treating ourselves before kids come along.”
Stunned at herself, she gulped down wine while Ryan beamed at her. “It was worth the wait. You breathe romance with every inhale in Florence.”
Defying every law of physics, the waiter pushed his way through the excuse for space between the tables and demanded what they wanted.
Less than an hour later, Miranda wanted more wine. “It’s wonderful. It’s a wonderful place.” She shifted in her chair to smile affectionately at a table of Brits who chatted in polite voices while a table of Germans beside them downed local beer and sang. “I never go to places like this.” It all spun in her head, scents, voices, wine. “I wonder why.”
“Want some dessert?”
“Sure I do. Eat, drink, and be merry.” She poured another glass of wine and grinned tipsily at him. “I love it here.”
“Yes, I can see that.” He nudged the bottle farther out of her reach and signaled the waiter.
“Weren’t they a nice couple?” She smiled sentimentally at the space their table companions had recently vacated. “They were really in love. We’re going to look ’em up, right, when we get home? No, when they get home. We’re going home tomorrow.”
  
“We’ll try the zabaglione,” Ryan told the waiter, eyeing Miranda under lifted brows as she began to hum along with the drunk Germans. “And cappuccino.”
“I’d rather have more wine.”
“Not a good idea.”
“Why not?” Filled with love for her fellowman, she picked up her glass and drained it. “I like it.”
“It’s your head,” he said with a shrug when she snagged the bottle again. “Keep it up, and you’re not going to have a pleasant flight home.”
“I’m a very good flier.” Eyes narrowed, she poured until the wine was precisely a half-inch from the rim of the glass. “See that, steady as a rock. Dr. Jones is always steady.” She giggled and leaned forward conspiratorially. “But Abby’s a lush.”
“Kevin is more than a little concerned that she’s going to pass out at the table so that he has to carry her home.”
“Nah.” She rubbed the back of her hand over her nose. “Dr. Jones wouldn’t permit that. Too embarrassing. Let’s walk down by the river. I want to walk by the river in the moonlight. Abby’ll let you kiss her.”
“That’s an interesting offer, but I think we’d better get you home.”
“I love Maine.” She leaned back, swinging the glass in her hand. “I love the cliffs and the fog and the waves crashing and the lobster boats. I’m going to plant a garden. This year I’m really going to do it. Mmmm.” This was her opinion of the creamy dessert set in front of her. “I like indulging.” She set the glass down long enough to dive a spoon in. “I never knew that about me,” she said with her mouth full.
“Try the coffee,” he suggested.
“I want the wine.” But when she grabbed for it, he snatched it up.
“Can I interest you in something else?”
She studied him thoughtfully, then grinned. “Bring me the head of the Baptist,” she ordered, then collapsed into giggles. “Did you really steal his bones? I just can’t understand a man who’d steal the bones of a saint. But it’s fascinating.”
Time to go, Ryan decided, and quickly dug out more than enough lire to cover the tab. “Let’s take that walk, honey.”
“Okay.” She popped up, then had to brace a hand against the wall. “Oh my, there’s quite a bit of gravity in here.”
“Maybe there’s not as much outside.” He scooped an arm around her waist and pulled her through the restaurant, laughing himself as she called cheerful goodbyes.
“You’re a handful, Dr. Jones.”
“What was the name of that wine? It was lovely wine. I want to buy a case of it.”
“You were doing a good job of working your way through a case.” He guided her along the uneven sidewalk, across the quiet street, grateful they’d opted to walk rather than take the scooter. He’d have had to tie her on.
“I’m going to paint my shutters.”
“Good idea.”
“Your mother has yellow shutters. So cheerful. Everyone in your family is so cheerful.” Wrapping an arm around his waist in turn, she led him in a wide, drunken circle. “But I think a nice bright blue would suit my house. A nice bright blue, and I’ll put a rocker on the front porch.”
“Nothing like a porch rocker. Watch your step, up the curb. Atta girl.”
“I broke into my mother’s house today.”
“I heard that somewhere.”
“I’m sharing a hotel suite with a thief and I broke into my mother’s house. Coulda robbed her blind.”
“You only had to ask. Left turn, that’s the way. Almost there.”
“It was great.”
“What was?”
“The breaking in. I didn’t want to say so at the time, but it was great.” She threw up her arms and caught him neatly on the chin. “Maybe you could teach me how to pick locks. Wouldya do that, Ryan?”
  
“Oh yeah, that’s going to happen.” He wiggled his jaw and steered her toward the front entrance of the hotel.
“I could seduce it out of you.” She turned, plowing into him at the edge of the elegant lobby carpet, and crushed her mouth against his before he could gain his balance. This time his head spun as she sucked the blood right out of it.
“Miranda—”
“That’s Abby to you, pal,” she murmured as the desk clerk discreetly averted his eyes. “So how about it?”
“Let’s talk upstairs.” He dragged her toward the elevator and out of sight.
“Don’t want to talk.” She plastered herself against him and attacked his earlobe with her teeth. “I want wild, crazy sex. Right now.”
“Who doesn’t?” said the male half of a formally dressed couple who stepped off the elevator.
“See?” Miranda pointed out as Ryan yanked her into the car. “He agrees with me. I wanted to jump you ever since I saw you and heard the ping.”
“Ping.” He was becoming breathless trying to unwind her from around him.
“I hear pings with you. My head’s just full of pings right now. Kiss me again, Ryan. You know you want to.”
“Cut it out.” A little desperately, he shoved at her hands before they could unbutton his shirt. “You’re hammered.”
“What do you care?” She threw back her head and laughed. “You’ve been trying to get me into bed all along. Now’s your chance.”
“There are rules,” he muttered, lurching like a drunk as she draped herself over him. One of them, he thought, needed a cold shower.
“Oh, now there’re rules.” Laughing, she tugged his shirt free of his slacks. As her hands streaked over his back, around to his belly, he fought to shoot the key into the lock.
“God help me. Miranda—Jesus Christ.” Those busy hands had worked their way down. “Look, I said no.” His eyes were crossed when they stumbled inside together. “Get ahold of yourself.”
“Can’t. Got ahold of you.” She released him only long enough to bounce up, wrap her legs around his waist, fist her hands in his hair, and fuse her mouth to his. “I want you. Oh I want you.” Her breath came fast as her lips raced over his face. “Make love with me. Touch me. I want your hands on me.”
They already were. He couldn’t stop them from molding that tight lovely bottom. His blood was screaming for her, his tongue tangling with hers. The little beam of sanity that remained in his mind was growing dimmer.
“You’re going to hate both of us in the morning.”
“So what?” She laughed again, and her eyes were wildly blue as they looked into his. She shook back her hair, turning his system into one pulsing gland. “This is now. Fall into the moment with me, Ryan. I don’t want to go there alone.”
Their gazes remained locked as he carried her through the doorway into the bedroom. “Then let’s see how long now can last. And remember, Dr. Jones.” He caught her bottom lip in his teeth, bit, tugged, released. “You asked for it.”
They fell on the bed together, with the moonlight streaming through the doors and shadows dancing in the corners. The weight of him thrilled her, the hard lines of his body pressing hers onto the mattress. Their mouths met again in a kiss that was near violent with greed, then went on and on with tongues hotly tangled, teeth nipping.
She wanted all, then more. Everything, then the impossible. And knew with him she’d find it.
She molded herself to him, unwilling to take the passive role now. The rough movements made her head spin, her breath come out on moaning laughter. Oh God, she was free. And alive, so alive. In her rush to feel flesh, she tugged at his shirt, popping buttons off the elegant silk.
“Oh yes,” she whispered when he ripped the sleeve of her blouse. “Hurry.”
He couldn’t have slowed the pace any more than he could stop time. His quick and clever hands were rough as they yanked off her bra, then filled themselves with her breasts.
  
White as marble, soft as water.
When touch wasn’t enough, he twisted her under him again and devoured.
She cried out, arching as his lips and teeth and tongue laid siege to her. Her nails dug into his back, scraped along the tensed ridge of muscle as shock waves of pleasure swarmed through her body. Sensations slammed into her in a riotous confusion of glorious aches and dark delights and raw nerves.
“Now. Now. Right now.”
But his mouth streaked down her torso. Not yet. Not nearly yet.
He yanked the neat cotton slacks down her hips and plunged his tongue into the center of that driving heat. She came instantly, violently, all but paralyzing them both with the glory of it. She sobbed out his name, her fingers tangling in his hair as release built back to need, and need ground desperately toward demand.
Her body was a miracle, a work of art, with long legs and torso, milk-pale skin, quivering muscles. He wanted to savor it, to lick his way up, then down again. He wanted to bury his face in that free fall of hair until he was deaf and blind.
But the animal inside him clawed frantically for freedom.
They rolled again, wrestling over the bed and tormenting each other with nips and gropes.
Vision blurred, lungs burned as another orgasm erupted, raging through her system, spiking it with outrageous energy. Her breath was a series of short screams burning in her chest, her body unbearably awake to every touch, every taste.
His face seemed to swim over hers, then came into focus, every feature distinct as if etched with a diamond on glass. Their breath mingled, her hips arched up. And he drove into her.
All movement stopped for one humming and timeless instant. Joined, with him buried deep inside her, they watched each other. Slowly, in one long stroke, she took her hands down his back, then gripped his hips.
  
Together, they began to move, the speed building and rising, bodies slick with sweat sliding, pleasure tumbling over pleasure until it battered the system and overpowered the mind.
All, and then more, she thought dizzily as she climbed toward the peak. Everything, then the impossible. She found it as she clamped herself around him and shattered.
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I
t was the brilliant wash of sunlight that woke her. For one horrible moment, she thought her eyes were on fire, and beat on them with her open palms before she was fully coherent.
She discovered she was not spontaneously combusting. And that she was not alone in bed. The best she could manage was a muffled moan as she squeezed her aching eyes shut again.
What had she done?
Well, it was pretty obvious what she’d done—in fact, if memory served, she’d done it twice. In between which, Ryan had made her swallow three aspirin and a small ocean of water. She supposed it was that small consideration that was currently keeping her head in place on her shoulders.
Cautiously, she slid her glance over. He was flat on his stomach, his face buried in the pillow. She imagined he wasn’t too wild about the brilliance of the sun either, but neither of them had had their mind on pulling the drapes the night before.
Oh, good God.
  
She’d jumped him, groped at him, torn at his clothes like a madwoman.
And even now, in the full light of day, her mouth watered at the thought of doing it all again.
Slowly, hoping to preserve her dignity as least long enough to get into the shower, she eased from the bed. He didn’t move a muscle or make a sound, and thankful for this small blessing, she made the dash into the bathroom.
Fortunately for her state of mind, she didn’t see him pop one eye open and grin at her naked butt.
She talked to herself through the shower, pitifully grateful for the hot steam of the water. It eased some of the aches away. But the deeper ones, the sweeter ones that she accepted came from good, healthy sex remained.
She took another three aspirin anyway, hoping.
He was on the terrace when she came out, chatting casually with the room service waiter. Since it was too late to duck back inside, she managed a small smile for both of them.
“Buon giorno. The day is beautiful, sì? You enjoy.” The waiter took the signed bill with a small bow. “Grazie. Buon appetito.”
He left them alone with a table full of food and a pigeon who walked along the ledge of the terrace wall, eyeing the offerings avariciously.
“Well . . . I . . .” She stuffed her hands in her robe pockets because they wanted to flutter.
“Have some coffee,” he suggested. He wore soft gray slacks and a black shirt that made him look very at ease and cosmopolitan. And made her remember her hair was damp and tangled.
She nearly leaped at the diversion, but shook her head. She was a woman who faced the music squarely. “Ryan, last night . . . I think I should apologize.”
“Really?” He poured two cups of coffee and made himself comfortable at the table.
“I had too much to drink. That’s not an excuse, just a fact.”
“Darling, you were plowed. Cute too,” he added, studying her as he added jam to a croissant. “And amazingly agile.”
She closed her eyes, gave in, and sat down. “My behavior was inexcusable and regrettable, and I’m sorry. I put you in a very awkward position.”
“I recall several positions.” He sipped his coffee, charmed at the faint blush that worked its way up her throat. “None of which were the least awkward.”
She picked up her coffee, sipped fast, and scalded her tongue.
“Why does it need to be excused?” he wondered, choosing a little cake from the basket and putting it on her plate. “What’s the point in regrets? Did we hurt anyone?”
“The issue is—”
“The issue—if there has to be one—is we’re both single, unattached, healthy grown-ups who have a strong attraction for each other. Last night we acted on it.” He took the cover from a glistening golden omelet. “I for one enjoyed myself, very much.” He cut the omelet in two and added a portion to her plate. “How about you?”
She’d been conscientiously set to humiliate herself, to apologize, to take full responsibility. Why wasn’t he letting her? “You’re missing the point.”
“No, I’m not. I don’t agree with the point you’re fumbling to make. Ah, there, a little flash of that chilly temper in your eyes. Much better. Now, while I appreciate the fact that you’re sensible enough not to put the blame on me for taking advantage of the situation—as you were tearing off my clothes—it’s just as foolish to blame yourself.”
“I’m blaming the wine,” she said stiffly.
“No, you already said that wasn’t an excuse.” He laughed, took her hand and put a fork in it. “I wanted to make love with you the minute I saw you—wanted it more the longer I knew you. You fascinate me, Miranda. Now eat your eggs before they get cold.”
She stared down at her plate. It wasn’t possible to be annoyed with him. “I don’t have casual sex.”
“You call that casual?” He blew out a long breath. “God help me when we get serious.”
  
She felt her lips twitch and gave up. “It was fabulous.”
“I’m glad you remember. I wasn’t sure how clear your mind would be. I wish we had more time here.” He toyed with her damp hair. “Florence is good to lovers.”
She took a long breath, looked directly into his eyes, and made what for her was an unprecedented commitment. “Maine’s beautiful in the spring.”
He smiled and stroked a finger down her cheek. “I’m going to enjoy experiencing it.”
 
The Dark Lady stood under a single beam of light. The one who studied her sat in the dark. The mind was cold, calm, and clear, as it had been when murder was done.
Murder had not been planned. The driving forces had been power and what was right. If all had gone correctly, if all had gone well, violence would not have been necessary.
But it had not gone correctly, or well, so adjustments had been made. The blame for the loss of two lives lay with the theft of the David. Who could have anticipated, who could have controlled such an event?
It would be termed a wild card. Yes, a wild card.
But murder was not as abhorrent as one would think. That too brought power. Nothing and no one could substantiate the existence of The Dark Lady and be permitted to exist. That was simple fact.
It would be taken care of, it would be dealt with, cleanly, completely, and finally.
When the time was right it would end. With Miranda.
It was a pity such a bright and clever mind had to be destroyed. Reputation alone would have sufficed once. Now, everything had to be taken. There was no room for sentiment in science, or in power.
An accident perhaps, though suicide would be best.
Yes, suicide. It would be so . . . satisfying. How odd not to have anticipated how satisfying her death would be.
It would take some thought, some planning. It would take . . . A smile spread as slyly as that on the glorious face of the bronze. It would take patience.
  
When The Dark Lady was left alone under that single beam of light, there was no one to hear the quiet laughter of the damned. Or the mad.
 
Spring was drifting over Maine. There was a softness in the air that hadn’t been there even a week before. Or at least Miranda hadn’t felt it.
On its hill, the old house stood with its back to the sea, its windows going gold in the setting sun. It was good to be home.
She stepped inside and found Andrew in the den, keeping company with a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. Her quietly optimistic mood plummeted.
He got to his feet quickly, swaying a little. She noted that it took his eyes several seconds to focus, that he hadn’t shaved in the last day or two, that his clothes were wrinkled.
He was, she realized, well drunk, and likely had been for a couple of days.
“Where’ve you been?” He took a couple of lurching steps, then caught her up in a sloppy hug. “I’ve been worried about you. I called everybody I could think of. Nobody knew where you’d gone.”
Despite the heavy fumes of whiskey that hung around him, she knew his concern was sincere. Though she hugged him back, wanting that connection, her intention of telling him everything wavered. How much could a drunk be trusted?
“I’m on leave,” she reminded him. “I left you a note.”
“Yeah, and it didn’t tell me dick.” He drew back, studied her face, then patted her head with one of his big hands. “When the old man came to the Institute, I knew we were hip-deep. I got back here as soon as I could, but you were already gone.”
“They didn’t leave me any choice. Did he come down hard on you?”
“No more than expected.” He shrugged that off. Even with the whiskey hampering his instincts he could see something was different. “What’s going on, Miranda? What’d you do?”
  
“I went away for a few days.” She made the decision to keep what she knew to herself, with regret. “I ran into Ryan Boldari in New York.”
She turned away because she was a poor liar under the best of circumstances. And had never lied to Andrew. “He’s back in Maine now. He’s going to stay here for a few days.”
“Here?”
“Yes, I . . . We’re involved.”
“You’re— Oh.” He ran his tongue around his teeth and tried to think. “Okay. That was . . . quick.”
“Not really. We have a lot in common.” She didn’t want to dwell on that. “Has there been any progress in the investigation?”
“We hit a snag. We can’t find the documentation on the David.”
Though she’d been expecting this, her stomach jumped. She ran a nervous hand over her hair and prepared to continue the deception. “Can’t find it? It should be in the files.”
“I know where it should be, Miranda.” Irritated, he picked up the bottle and poured another drink. “It’s not there. It’s not anywhere in the Institute. I’ve looked everywhere.” He pressed his fingers to his eyes. “Insurance company’s balking. If we don’t come up with it, we’re going to take the loss. You did the testing.”
“Yes,” she said carefully. “I did the testing. I authenticated the piece, and the documentation was properly filed. You know that, Andrew. You worked on it too.”
“Yeah, well, it’s gone now. The insurance company’s rejecting the claim until they have documents, our mother is threatening to come in and see why we’re so inept that we lose not only a fine piece of art but its paperwork, and Cook’s giving me the fucking fish eye.”
“I’m sorry I left you alone with this.” Sorrier now that she could see how he was handling it. “Andrew, please.” She walked over and took the glass out of his hand. “I can’t talk to you when you’re drunk.”
  
He only smiled, dimples popping into his cheeks. “I’m not drunk yet.”
“Yes, you are.” She’d been there herself recently enough to know the signs. “You need to get into a program.”
The dimples faded. Jesus Christ, was all he could think. Just what he needed. “What I need is a little cooperation and support.” Irked, he snatched the glass back and took a long gulp. “Maybe you’re sorry you left me alone with this, but that’s just what you did. And if I want a few drinks after a miserable day of dealing with the police, running the Institute, and tap dancing for our parents, it’s nobody’s fucking business.”
As she stared at him her chest tightened, squeezing her heart with the pressure. “I love you.” The words hurt, just a little, because she knew neither of them said them often enough. “I love you, Andrew, and you’re killing yourself in front of my eyes. That makes it my business.”
There were tears in her eyes and in her voice that played on his guilt and infuriated. “Fine, I’ll kill myself in private. Then it won’t be any of your goddamn business.” He grabbed the bottle and strode out.
He hated himself for it, for putting that disappointment and hurt in the eyes of the only person he’d ever been able to fully depend on. But goddamn it to hell and back, it was his life.
He slammed the door of his bedroom, didn’t notice the stench of stale whiskey from his binge the night before. He sat in a chair and drank straight from the bottle.
He was entitled to relax, wasn’t he? He got his work done, he did his job—for all the good it did him—so why did he have to get grief for having a couple of drinks?
Or a couple dozen, he thought with a snicker. Who was counting?
Maybe the blackouts worried him a little, those weird and empty pockets of time he couldn’t seem to account for. That was probably stress, and a good stiff drink was the best solution to stress.
You bet it was.
  
He told himself he missed his wife, though it was becoming more and more difficult to bring up a clear picture of her face, or to remember the exact pitch of her voice. Occasionally, when he was sober, he had a flash of truth. He didn’t love Elise any longer—and maybe had never loved her as much as he liked to think. So he drank to blot out that truth, and allowed himself to enjoy the sense of betrayal and misery.
He was beginning to see the value of drinking alone now that Annie had barred him from her place. Alone, you could drink until you couldn’t stand, and when you couldn’t stand you lay down and passed out. It got a man through the night.
A man had to get through the night, he thought, brooding at the bottle before tipping it back again.
It wasn’t that he had to drink. He was in control of it and could quit whenever he wanted. He didn’t want, that was all. Still, he’d stop, cold turkey, just to prove to Miranda, to Annie, to every damn body they were wrong about him.
People had always been wrong about him, he decided, stewing in resentment. Beginning with his parents. They’d never known who the hell he was, what he wanted, much less what the hell he needed.
So fuck them. Fuck all of them.
He’d quit drinking, all right. Tomorrow, he thought with another chuckle as he lifted the bottle.
He saw the lights cut across the room. Headlights, he decided after a long, wavering study where his mind blinked out and his mouth hung open. Company’s coming. Probably Boldari.
He took another long gulp and grinned to himself. Miranda had a boyfriend. He’d get some mileage out of that. It had been a long time since he’d been able to tease his sister over something as interesting as a man.
Might as well get started on it now, he decided. He got to his feet, snorting with laughter as the room revolved. Join the circus, see the world, he thought, and stumbled toward the door.
  
He’d just find out what old Ryan Boldari’s intentions were. Yes indeed. He had to show that slick New Yorker that little Miranda had herself a big brother looking out for her. He took another long chug from the bottle as he lurched down the hall, and grabbing the banister at the top of the steps, looked down.
There was his baby sister, right at the foot of the steps, in a hot liplock with New York. “Hey!” He called out, gesturing wildly with the bottle, then laughing when Miranda whirled around. “Whatcha doing with my sister, Mr. New York?”
“Hello, Andrew.”
“Hello, Andrew my ass. You sleeping with my sister, you bastard?”
“Not at the moment.” He kept his arm around Miranda’s rigid shoulders.
“Well, I wanna talk to you, buddy.” Andrew started down, made it halfway on his feet, and tumbled the rest. It was like watching a boulder fall down a cliff.
Miranda leaped forward, kneeling beside his sprawled body. There was blood on his face, which terrified her. “Oh God. Andrew.”
“I’m all right. I’m all right,” he muttered, shoving at her hands as they poked and probed for broken bones. “Just took a little spill’s all.”
“You could have broken your neck.”
“Steps are a tricky thing,” Ryan said mildly. He crouched beside Miranda, noting that the cut on Andrew’s forehead was shallow, and Miranda’s hands were shaking. “Why don’t we get you back up them, clean you up?”
“Shit.” Andrew brushed his fingers over his forehead, studied the smear of blood. “Look at that.”
“I’ll get the first-aid kit.”
Ryan glanced over at Miranda. She’d gone pale again, but her eyes were shuttered. “We’ll take care of it. Come on, Andrew. My brother tripped over a curb the night of his bachelor party and did more damage than this.” He was hauling Andrew to his feet as Miranda got to hers. But when she started to go up with them, Ryan shook his head at her.
“No women. This is a guy thing. Right, Andrew?”
“Damn right.” Boozily he made Ryan his best friend. “Women are the root of all evil.”
“God love them.”
“I had one for a while. She dumped me.”
“Who needs her?” Ryan steered Andrew to the left.
“That’s the spirit! I can’t see a fucking thing.”
“There’s blood dripping into your eye.”
“Thank Christ, thought I’d been struck blind. Know what, Ryan Boldari, pal?”
“What’s that?”
“I’m going to be really sick now.”
“Oh yeah.” Ryan dragged him into the bathroom. “You are.”
What a family, Ryan thought as he held Andrew’s head and wondered vaguely if it was possible to throw up internal organs. If not, Andrew was giving it the old college try.
By the time it was over, Andrew was wrecked, white as death and trembling. It took three tries for Ryan to prop him on the toilet seat so he could deal with the cut on his face.
“Must’ve been the fall,” Andrew said weakly.
“You threw up the best part of a fifth,” Ryan said as he wiped blood and sweat away. “You embarrassed yourself and your sister, took a header that would have snapped several bones if they hadn’t been permeated with whiskey, you smell like a four o’clock bar and look worse. Sure, it was the fall.”
Andrew closed his eyes. He wanted to curl up somewhere and sleep until he died. “Maybe I had a couple too many. Wouldn’t have if Miranda hadn’t started on me.”
“Save the lame excuses. You’re a drunk.” Ruthlessly, Ryan swabbed antiseptic over the wound and felt no sympathy when Andrew sucked in his breath. “At least be man enough to take the responsibility for it.”
“Fuck you.”
“That’s a clever and original comeback. You shouldn’t need stitches, but you’re going to have a hell of a black eye to go with the war wound.” Satisfied, he pulled Andrew’s ruined shirt over his head.
“Hey.”
“You need a shower, pal. Trust me.”
“I just want to go to bed. For God’s sake, I just want to lie down. I think I’m dying.”
“Not yet, but you’re on your way.” Grimly, Ryan pulled him to his feet, bracing himself to hold the weight while he reached out and turned on the shower. He decided it was more trouble than it was worth to remove Andrew’s pants, so dragged him half dressed into the tub.
“Jesus. I’m going to be sick again.”
“Then aim for the drain,” Ryan suggested, and held him in place even when Andrew began to sob like a baby.
It took the best part of an hour to pour Andrew into bed. When he came downstairs Ryan noted that the shattered glass from the bottle had been swept up, and the splash of whiskey that had hit walls and floors on the fall had been scrubbed.
When he couldn’t find Miranda in the house, he grabbed a jacket and headed outside.
She was on the cliffs. He studied the silhouette she made there, alone, tall, slender, against the night sky, with her hair blowing free and her face turned to the sea.
Not just alone, he thought. Lonely. He didn’t think he’d ever seen anyone lonelier.
He climbed up to her, draped the jacket over her shoulders.
She’d managed to steady herself. Somehow the restless tossing of the sea could always calm her. “I’m terribly sorry you were dragged into that.”
Her voice was cool, he noted. Automatic defense. Her body was stiff, and still turned away from him. “I wasn’t dragged in. I was here.” He laid his hands on her shoulders, but she stepped away.
“That’s the second time you’ve had to deal with an embarrassingly drunk Jones.”
  
“One night’s foolishness is a long distance from what your brother’s doing to himself, Miranda.”
“However true that is, it doesn’t change the facts. We behaved badly, and you cleaned up the mess. I don’t know if I could have handled Andrew tonight by myself. But I would have preferred it.”
“That’s too bad.” Annoyed, he spun her around to face him. “Because I was here, and I’m going to be here for a while.”
“Until we find the bronzes.”
“That’s right. And if I’m not done with you by then . . .” He cupped her face, lowered his head and took her mouth in an angry and possessive kiss. “You’ll have to deal with it.”
“I don’t know how to deal with it.” Her voice rose over the crash of waves. “I’m not equipped for this, for you. Every relationship I’ve ever had has ended badly. I don’t know how to handle that kind of emotional tangle, no one in my family does, so they just untangle at the first possible opportunity.”
“You’ve never tangled with me before.” It was said with such blatant arrogance she might have laughed. Instead she turned away, stared at the steady circling beam from the lighthouse.
He would be the one to run when it was done, she thought. And this time, with him, she was desperately afraid she would suffer. It didn’t matter that she understood why he was there, what his primary purpose was. She would suffer when he left her.
“Everything that’s happened since I met you is foreign to me. I don’t function well without guidelines.”
“You’ve been winging it pretty well so far.”
“Two men are dead, Ryan. My reputation’s in ruins, my family is more divided than ever. I’ve broken the law, I’ve ignored ethics, and I’m having an affair with a criminal.”
“But you haven’t been bored, have you?”
She let out a weak laugh. “No. I don’t know what to do next.”
“I can help you with that.” He took her hand and began to walk. “Tomorrow’s soon enough to take the next steps. Soon enough to talk about what they should be.”
“I need to put everything in order.” She glanced back toward the house. “I should check on Andrew first, then organize.”
“Andrew’s asleep, and he’s not going to surface until tomorrow. Organizing takes a clear, focused mind. You’ve got too much on yours to be clear or focused.”
“Excuse me, but organization is my life. I can organize three different projects, outline a lecture, and teach a class at the same time.”
“You’re a frightening woman, Dr. Jones. Then let’s say I’m not clear or focused. And I’ve never been inside a lighthouse.” He studied it as they approached, enjoying the way its beam cut through the dark and lay shimmering on the surface of the sea. “How old is it?”
She let out a breath. If it was avoidance, so be it. “It was built in 1853. The structure is original, though my grandfather had the interior revamped in the forties with the idea of using it as his art studio. The fact is, according to my grandmother, he used it for illicit sexual affairs because it amused him to have them within sight of the house and in such an obviously phallic symbol.”
“Good old Grandpa.”
“He was only one of the insufferable emotionally stunted Joneses. His father—again according to my grandmother, who was the only one who would discuss such matters—flaunted his mistresses in public and conceived several illegitimate children he refused to acknowledge. My grandfather carried on that lofty tradition.”
“The Joneses of Jones Point are many.”
She waited for the insult to sink in, then shook her head. It was amusement she felt instead. “Yes, I suppose so. In any case, my great-grandmother chose to ignore his habits and spent most of the year in Europe, avenging herself by squandering as much of his money as was possible. Unfortunately, she chose to travel back to the States on a luxurious new ship. They called it the Titanic.”
  
“Really?” Ryan was close enough to see the rusted lock on the thick wooden door. “Cool.”
“Well, she and her children boarded a lifeboat and were rescued. But she caught pneumonia from the exposure in the North Atlantic, and died of it a few weeks later. Her husband mourned by taking up with an opera singer shortly thereafter. He was killed when the opera singer’s husband, being somewhat displeased with the arrangement, set the house where they were living in sin on fire.”
“I imagine he died happy.” Ryan took a Leatherman knife kit out of his pocket, chose his tool, and went to work on the lock.
“Don’t. I have a key in the house if you want to see the inside.”
“This is more fun, and quicker. See?” He replaced the knife, opened the door. “Damp,” he said, and took out his penlight to shine it around the large lower room. “Yet cozy.”
The walls were paneled with old-fashioned knotty pine that reminded him of a suburban rec room from the fifties. Various shapes were tucked efficiently under holland covers, and a small fireplace, layered with cold gray ash, was built into the far side.
He thought it was a shame that whoever had designed this area had chosen to build in the walls to square them off rather than going with the round.
“So, is this where Grandpa entertained his ladies?”
“I imagine.” She pulled the jacket more securely around her shoulders. The air inside was chilly and stale. “My grandmother detested him, but she stayed in the marriage, raised my father, then nursed her husband through the last two years of his life. She was a wonderful woman. Strong, stubborn. She loved me.”
He turned back, skimmed the back of his hand over her face. “Of course she did.”
“There’s no of course when it comes to love in my family.” Because she saw the flicker of sympathy in his eyes, she turned away. “You’d see more in here if you wait for daylight.”
  
He said nothing for a moment. He remembered he’d once thought she had a cold streak. It was rare for him to be so completely wrong when analyzing a mark. She’d been a mark then, and now . . . That was something to think about later.
It wasn’t coldness inside her, but a well-built defense against hurts of a lifetime. From neglect, indifference, from the very coldness he’d believed lived in her.
He walked around, pleased when he spotted both an oil lamp and candles. He lighted both, appreciating the eerie glow they gave the room. “Spooky.” He put his penlight away and grinned at her. “You ever come in here as a kid and look for ghosts?”
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“Honey, you had a deprived childhood. We’ll have to make up for that. Come on.”
“What are you doing?”
“Going up.” He was already climbing the metal tight-winder stairs.
“Don’t touch anything.” She scurried after him as the lights he carried sent bobbing glows and shadows against the walls. “It’s all automated now.”
He found a small bedroom, with little more than a stripped mattress that looked inhabitable and a scruffy chest of drawers. The grandmother, he decided, had likely pirated the place of any valuables. Good for her.
He walked over and admired the view from the porthole-style window. The sea raged, sliced by the light, churning under it, through it. Small islands, like humped backs, brooded off the ragged coastline. He caught the sway of buoys, heard the hollow bong of them punch through the sweeping crash and suck of sea.
“Great spot. Drama, danger, and challenge.”
“It’s rarely calm,” she said from behind him. “There’s a view of the bay from the other window. “Some days, or nights, the water there is as smooth as glass. It looks as though you could walk on it, all the way to shore.”
He glanced over his shoulder. “Which do you like best?”
  
“I’m fond of both, but I suppose I’m usually drawn to the sea.”
“Restless spirits are drawn to restless spirits.”
She frowned at that, brooding after him as he moved out of the room. No one, she thought, would term her a restless spirit. Least of all herself.
Dr. Miranda Jones was stable as granite, she thought. And often, too often, just as boring.
With a vague shrug she followed him into the pilot room.
“Amazing place.” He was already ignoring her order and touching what he chose.
The equipment was efficiently modern and hummed along as the great lights circled overhead. The room was round, as it should have been, with a narrow ledge circling outside. The iron rails were rusted, but he found them charming. When he stepped out, the wind slapped at him like an insulted woman and made him laugh.
“Fabulous. Damned if I wouldn’t have brought my women here too. Romantic, sexy, and just a little scary. You ought to fix it up,” he said, glancing back at her. “It’d make a terrific studio.”
“I don’t need a studio.”
“You would if you worked on your art, the way you should be.”
“I’m not an artist.”
He smiled, stepped back inside and closed out the wind. “I happen to be a very important art broker, and I say you are. Cold?”
“A little.” She was hugging herself inside the jacket. “It’s very damp in here.”
“You’re going to have rot if you don’t deal with that. That would be a crime. I’m also an expert on crime.” He put his hands on her arms, rubbing to warm her with friction. “The sea sounds different from in here. Mysterious, almost threatening.”
“During a good nor’easter, it would sound a lot more threatening. The light still functions to guide ships and keep them from coming too close to the shallows and the rocks. Even with it, there were a number of wrecks off the coast last century.”
“The ghosts of shipwrecked sailors, rattling bones, haunting the shore.”
“Hardly.”
“I can hear them.” He slipped his arms around her. “Moaning for mercy.”
“You hear the wind,” she corrected, but he’d managed to draw a shudder out of her. “Seen enough?”
“Not nearly.” He lowered his mouth to nibble on hers. “But I intend to.”
She tried to wiggle free. “Boldari, if you think you can seduce me inside a damp and dusty lighthouse, you’re delusional.”
“Is that a dare?” He nipped around to the side of her neck.
“No, it’s a fact.” But the muscles in her thighs were already going lax. He had the most inventive tongue. “There’s a perfectly good bedroom in the house, several in fact. They’re warm, convenient, and have excellent mattresses.”
“We’ll have to try them out, later. Have I mentioned what a delightful body you have, Dr. Jones?” His hands were already busy exploring it. Those quick and clever fingers flipped open the hook of her slacks, drew the zipper down before she could do more than gasp out a protest.
“Ryan, this isn’t the place for—”
“It was good enough for Grandpa,” he reminded her, then slowly slipped his fingers inside her. She was already hot, already wet, and he kept his eyes on hers, watching them go blind and dark and desperate. “Just let go. I want to feel you come, right here. I want to watch what I do to you. Take you over.”
Her body gave her no choice. It hummed like a well-oiled machine toward one purpose, one goal. The long, deep thrill slid through her, a sudden tangling of circuits, a sparking of nerve ends, then a long liquid wave of pleasure that swamped the system.
Her head fell back on a moan, and he moved in to ravage the exposed column of her throat. “Still cold?” he murmured.
“No, God, no.” Her skin was on fire, her blood pumping like a hot river beneath it. Gripping his shoulders for balance, she rocked against his busy hand.
Now, when his mouth came back to hers, she answered the demand with one of her own. Time and place were nothing against the hard and driving need.
Her slacks pooled at her feet, the jacket slipped from her shoulders. Pliant as softened wax, she molded against him as he braced her on the counter where equipment whirred efficiently to send the light circling the sea.
“Lift your arms, Miranda.”
She obeyed, her breath snagging on every inhale as he slowly slipped her sweater up. He watched nervy pleasure flicker over her face as he used his thumbs to trace her nipples through the thin fabric of her bra.
“No wine tonight to blur the edges.” His fingers skimmed lightly over the swell above the simple white silk. “I want you to feel everything, to wonder what you’ll feel next.” He nudged one strap down with a fingertip, then the other, lowered his head to nibble at her bare shoulders.
It was like being . . . sampled, she thought as her heavy eyes shut. Savored, lavishly savored. His tongue licked lightly over her flesh, his teeth grazed, and his fingertips slid up and down, up and down the sides of her body, gradually, thrillingly lowering the thin swatch of cotton at her hips.
He stood intimately between her spread legs while she gripped the edge of the counter and understood what it was to be completely under someone else’s control. To want to be. To crave it.
Everything he did to her was a shock, a jolt to the ruthlessly ordered pattern of her mind, that only seconds later was desired again and welcomed.
A part of her brain knew the image she made, almost naked, skin flushed, body arched in surrender while the man who handled her was fully dressed.
  
But when he slipped the bra aside, lowered that skilled mouth to her breast, she didn’t care.
He hadn’t known she could be like this, or how powerful an arousal it was to have a strong and cautious woman yield to him completely. She was his, utterly, to take pleasure from, to give pleasure to. But the thrill of that, rather than dark and edgy, was almost unbearably tender.
The backwash from the great light slid over her, turning her skin to brilliant white; then it was gone, leaving her glowing gold in the flicker of candlelight. Her hair, so recently chased by the wind, tumbled like silken fire over her shoulders. Her mouth, soft and swollen, parted under his.
The kiss deepened, warmed, and delved beyond the heady desire neither had anticipated. For a moment they clung together, staggered. And trembled.
It was like a dream now where the air was thick and sweet. Hot candy, melted over slow heat.
Neither noticed the damp or the chill. They lowered to a floor that was layered with dust, that was hard and cold, and drew together as gently as a couple on a feather bed.
Without words, she removed his shirt, her hands steady. And she pressed her lips to his heart, lingering there because she knew that somehow he’d stolen hers.
He wanted to give her tenderness here, the compassion in mating as well as the thrill. So he was gentle with his mouth, with his hands, loving her in a way that gleamed with emotion as well as need.
A murmur, a sigh, a long slow arch toward warm waves that cradled rather than battered.
So when she wrapped around him, pressing her face into his throat, he stroked, he soothed, he gave himself the gift of that same tenderness.
When he shifted her over him, cupping her hips until she took him in, took him deep, she knew what it was to love her lover.
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M
iranda awoke beside Ryan for the second morning in a row, and on another continent. It was an oddly thrilling experience that seemed both carelessly wicked and decidedly sophisticated.
Sinning in style.
She had an urge to comb her fingers through his hair, play them over his face, explore that dashing little scar over his eye. Foolish, sentimental little strokes and pats that might lead to slow and lazy morning sex.
It was so odd, all these feelings crowding inside of her, taking up room she hadn’t known she had in store, warming up places she’d assumed would always stay cool and uninhabited. So much more inside her now, she thought, than that first hot gush of lust. Too much more, and it left her completely vulnerable.
And that was terrifying.
So instead of touching what she wanted to touch, she eased out of bed and tiptoed into the shower as she had done the morning before. This time, however, she’d barely dunked her head under the spray, when arms slid around her waist.
  
“Why do you do that?”
She waited until her heart had dropped back in place. “Do what?”
“Sneak out of bed in the morning. I’ve seen you naked already.”
“I didn’t sneak.” She tried to wiggle free, but his teeth clamped lightly on her shoulder. “I just didn’t want to wake you.”
“I know a sneak when I see one.” He lifted a brow at her mutter. “And saying ‘pot’ and ‘kettle’ doesn’t apply. I have never sneaked out of a woman’s bed. In yes, out no.”
“Very funny. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m trying to shower.”
“I’ll help you.” More than willing to assist, he picked up the soap, sniffed it, then began to rub it over her back. It was, he thought, a very excellent back.
“I mastered the art of the shower years ago. I can do it solo.”
“Why?” Because her voice had been delightfully prim, he turned her around, snuggling her wet, slippery body against his.
“Because it’s . . .” She could feel her color rise and hated it. “It’s personal.”
“Oh, I see,” he said, tongue planted in cheek. “And the sex wasn’t personal?”
“It’s different.”
“Okay.” With his eyes laughing into hers, he skimmed his soap-slicked hands over her breasts. “We’ll compromise and combine the two.”
It was far from the brisk and basic hygiene she’d had in mind.
When she was gulping in steam and quaking from the aftershocks, he nuzzled at her throat. “That,” he said, “was personal.” Then he sighed. “I have to go to Mass.”
“What?” She shook her head, sure there was water in her ears. “Did you say you had to go to Mass?”
“Easter Sunday.”
“Yes, yes, it is.” Struggling to keep up with him, she shoved dripping hair out of her eyes. “It seems like an odd line of thought, under the circumstances.”
“They might not have had the benefit of indoor plumbing in biblical times, but they had plenty of sex.”
She supposed he had a point, but it still made her vaguely uncomfortable to think of religion when his wet hands were sliding over her wet butt.
“You’re Catholic.” At his lifted brow she shook her head. “Yes, I know, Irish and Italian, what else could you do? I didn’t realize you practiced.”
“Mostly I’m lapsed.” He stepped out of the shower, handed her a towel and got one for himself. “And if you tell my mother I said that, I’ll swear you’re a dirty, rotten liar. But it’s Easter Sunday.” He gave his hair a quick rub, then draped the towel around his hips. “If I don’t go to Mass, my mother will kill me.”
“I see. I feel obliged to point out that your mother isn’t here.”
“She’ll know.” He said it mournfully. “She always knows, and I’ll go straight to hell because she’ll see to it.” He watched her align the ends of the towel, wrap, then neatly tuck them between her breasts. The efficiency of the gesture did nothing to detract from the sexiness of it. The room smelled of her—clean soap with woodsy overtones. Abruptly, he didn’t want to leave her, not even for an hour.
The realization had him rolling his shoulders as if he needed to displace a sudden and uncomfortable weight.
“Why don’t you come with me? You can wear your Easter bonnet.”
“Not only don’t I own a bonnet, of any kind, but I have to get my thoughts in order.” She took a portable hair dryer from the cabinet beside the sink. “And I need to talk to Andrew.”
He’d been toying with the idea of afternoon Mass so he could slip the knot on her towel. But he put that aside now. “What do you intend to tell him?”
“Not very much.” And it shamed her. “Under the circumstances, as long as he’s . . . I hate that he’s drinking like this. I hate it.” It shamed her too that when she drew in a breath it was shaky. “And for a minute last night, I hated him. He’s all I’ve ever had, and I hated him.”
“No you didn’t. You hated what he’s doing.”
“Yes, you’re right.” But she knew what had bloomed inside her when she looked up and saw him weaving at the top of the steps. “In any case, I have to talk to him. I’ll have to tell him something. I’ve never lied to him before, not about anything.”
There was nothing Ryan understood more than family ties, or the knots they could tie themselves into. “Until he deals with his drinking, he’s not the man you know, or one you can trust.”
“I know.” It was eating at her heart.
 
In the bathroom in the next wing, where the smell of stale vomit still hung in the air, Andrew leaned on the sink and forced himself to study the face in his mirror.
It was gray, the eyes bloodshot, the skin pasty. His left eye was a sunburst of bruising and above that was a shallow cut perhaps an inch in length. It ached like a fever.
He couldn’t remember more than pieces from the evening before, but what did swim back into his mind made his raw stomach clench again.
He saw the image of himself, standing at the top of the stairs, waving a nearly empty bottle and shouting down, slopping the words out while Miranda stared up at him.
And there had been something like loathing in her eyes.
He closed his own. It was all right, he could control it. Maybe he’d stepped over a line the night before, but he wouldn’t do it again. He’d take a couple of days off from drinking, prove to everyone he could. It was the stress, that was all. He had reason to be stressed.
He downed some aspirin, pretended his hands weren’t shaking. When he dropped the bottle and pills spilled out on the tile, he left them there. He walked out, carrying his sickness with him.
He found Miranda in her office, dressed casually in a sweater and leggings, her hair bundled on top of her head and her posture perfect as she worked at her computer.
  
It took him more time than he cared to admit to gather the courage to step inside. But when he did, she glanced over, then quickly clicked her data to save and blanked the screen.
“Good morning.” She knew her voice was frigid, but couldn’t find the will to warm it. “There’s coffee in the kitchen.”
“I’m sorry.”
“I’m sure you are. You may want to put ice on that eye.”
“What do you want from me? I said I’m sorry. I had too much to drink. I embarrassed you, I acted like an idiot. It won’t happen again.”
“Won’t it?”
“No.” The fact that she didn’t give an inch infuriated him. “I went past my limit, that’s all.”
“One drink is past your limit, Andrew. Until you accept that, you’re going to continue to embarrass yourself, to hurt yourself and the people who care about you.”
“Look, while you’ve been off having your little fling with Boldari, I’ve been here, up to my ears, dealing with business. And part of that business is your screwup in Florence.”
Very slowly, she got to her feet. “I beg your pardon?”
“You heard me, Miranda. I’m the one who’s had to listen to our mother and our father complain and bitch about the mess with that bronze of yours. And I’m the one who spent days looking for the goddamn documents on the David—that you were in charge of. I’m taking the heat for that too because you’re out of it. You can waltz off and spend your time fucking some—”
The crack of her hand across his face shocked them both, left them staring and breathless. She curled her fingers into her stinging palm, pressed it to her heart, and turned away from him.
He stood where he was, wondering why the new apology that ached in his heart couldn’t be forced out of his mouth. So, saying nothing at all, he turned and walked out.
She heard the slam of the front door moments later, then looking out the window, saw his car drive off.
All of her life, he’d been her rock. And now, she thought, because she simply wasn’t capable of enough compassion, she’d struck out when he needed her. And she’d pushed him away.
She didn’t know if she had it in her to pull him back.
Her fax phone rang, then picked up the transmission with its high-pitched squeal. Rubbing the tension out of the back of her neck, Miranda walked over as the message slid into the tray.
Did you think I wouldn’t know? Did you enjoy Florence, Miranda? The spring flowers and the warm sunshine? I know where you go. I know what you do. I know what you think. I’m right there, inside your mind, all the time.
You killed Giovanni. His blood’s on your hands.
Can you see it?
I can.
With a sound of fury, Miranda crushed the paper into a ball, heaved it across the room. She pressed her fingers to her eyes, waiting for the red haze that was fury and fear to fade. When it had, she walked over calmly, picked up the paper, smoothed it out with great care.
And put it neatly into the drawer.
 
Ryan came back with an armload of daffodils so bright and sunny she couldn’t do anything but smile. But because it didn’t reach her eyes, he tipped up her chin.
“What?”
“It’s nothing, they’re wonderful.”
“What?” he repeated, and watched her struggle to overcome her habitual reluctance to share trouble.
“Andrew and I had a scene. He left. I don’t know where he’s gone, and I know there’s nothing I can do about it.”
“You have to let him find his own level, Miranda.”
“I know that too. I need to put these in water.” On impulse she picked up her grandmother’s favored rose medallion vase, and taking it to the kitchen, busied herself arranging the flowers on the kitchen table. “I’ve made some progress, I think,” she told him. “I’ve put together some lists.”
She thought about the fax, wondered if she should tell him. Later, she decided. Later when she’d thought it all through.
“Lists?”
“Organizing thoughts and facts and tasks on paper. I’ll go get the hard copies so we can go over them.”
“Fine.” He opened the refrigerator, perused the contents. “Want a sandwich?” Since she was already gone, he shrugged and began to decide what an inventive man could put together.
“Both your lunch meat and your bread are on the edge,” he told her when she came back in. “But we risk it or starve.”
“Andrew was supposed to go to the market.” She watched him slice undoubtedly soft tomatoes and frowned. He looked very much at home, she decided. Not just helping himself to the contents of the kitchen, but preparing them.
“I suppose you can cook.”
“No one got out of our house unless they could cook.” He glanced her way. “I suppose you don’t.”
“I’m a very good cook,” she said with some annoyance.
“Really? How do you look in an apron?”
“Efficient.”
“I bet you don’t. Why don’t you put one on and let me see?”
“You’re fixing lunch. I don’t need an apron. And just as a passing observation, you’re a bit locked into regular meals.”
“Food’s a passion.” He licked tomato juice, slowly, from his thumb. “I’m very locked into regular passions.”
“So it would seem.” She sat and tapped the edges of her papers together to align them. “Now—”
“Mustard or mayo?”
“It doesn’t matter. Now, what I’ve done—”
  
“Coffee, or something cold?”
“Whatever.” She heaved out a breath, telling herself he couldn’t possibly be interrupting her train of thought just to annoy her. “In order to—”
“Milk’s off,” he said, sniffing the carton he pulled out of the fridge.
“Dump the damn stuff down the sink then, and sit down.” Her eyes flashed as she looked up, and caught him grinning at her. “Why do you purposely aggravate me?”
“Because it puts such pretty color in your face.” He held up a can of Pepsi. “Diet?”
She had to laugh, and when she did, he sat down at the table across from her. “There, that’s better,” he decided, pushed her plate closer, then picked up his own sandwich. “I can’t concentrate on anything but you when you’re sad.”
“Oh, Ryan.” How could she possibly defend her heart against these kinds of assaults? “I’m not sad.”
“You’re the saddest woman I’ve ever known.” He kissed her fingers. “But we’re going to fix that. Now what have you got?”
She gave herself a moment to regain her balance, then picked up the first sheet. “The first is an amended draft of the list you had of personnel with access to or contact with both of the bronzes.”
“Amended.”
“I’ve added a tech who I remembered flew in from Florence to work with Giovanni on another project during the given time period. He was only here for a few days, as I recall, but for accuracy’s sake should be included. His name wasn’t on the records we accessed because he was, technically, employed by the Florence branch and only here on temporary loan. I also added length of employment, which may factor into loyalty, and base salaries, as it could be assumed that money is a motivation.”
She’d also alphabetized the names, he noted. God love her. “Your family pays well.” He’d noted that before.
“Quality staff demands appropriate financial reward. On the next list I worked up a probability ratio. You’ll note my name remains, but the probability is low. I know I didn’t steal the originals. I’ve taken Giovanni off as he couldn’t have been involved.”
“Why?”
She blinked up at him. His blood’s on your hands. “Because he was murdered. He’s dead.”
“I’m sorry, Miranda, that only makes him dead. It’s still possible he was involved, and killed for any number of reasons.”
“But he was testing the bronzes when he was killed.”
“He’d have needed to, to be sure. Maybe he was panicking, demanding a bigger cut, or just pissed off one of his associates. His name stays on.”
“It wasn’t Giovanni.”
“That’s emotion, not logic, Dr. Jones.”
“Very well.” Jaw stiff, she added Giovanni’s name. “You may disagree, but I’ve rated my family low. In my opinion they don’t apply here. They’ve no reason to steal from themselves.” He only looked at her, and after a long moment, she pushed the sheet aside.
“We’ll table the probability list for now. Here I’ve made a time line, from the date the David came into our hands, the length of time it remained in the lab. Without my notes and records, I can only guess at the times and dates of the individual tests, but I believe this is fairly close.”
“You made graphs and everything.” He leaned closer, admiring the work. “What a woman.”
“I don’t see the need for sarcasm.”
“I’m not being sarcastic. This is great. Nice color,” he added. “You put it at two weeks. But you wouldn’t have worked on it seven days at a stretch or twenty-four hours a day.”
“Here.” She referred him to another chart and felt only a little foolish. “These are approximated times the David was locked in the lab vault. Getting to it would have required a key card, security clearance, a combination, and a second key. Or,” she added, tilting her head, “a very good burglar.”
His gaze slid over to hers, dark gold and mocking. “I was in Paris during this time.”
  
“Were you really?”
“I have no idea, but in your probability ratio I don’t compute because there would have been no reason for me to steal a copy and get sucked into this mess if I’d already taken the original.”
Head angled, she smiled sweetly. “Maybe you did it just to get me in bed.”
He glanced up, grinned. “Now, there’s a thought.”
“That,” she said primly, “was sarcasm. This is a time line of the work period on The Dark Lady. We have the records on this, and it’s very fresh in my mind, so this is completely accurate. In this case, the search for documentation was still ongoing, and the authentication not yet official.”
“Project terminated,” Ryan read, and glanced at her. “That was the day you got the ax.”
“If you prefer to simplify, yes.” It still stung both pride and heart. “The following day, the bronze was transferred to Rome. The switch had to be made in that small window of time, as I’d run tests on it just that afternoon.”
“Unless it was switched in Rome,” he murmured.
“How could it have been switched in Rome?”
“Did anyone from Standjo go along for the transfer?”
“I don’t know. Someone from security, perhaps my mother. There would have been papers to sign on both ends.”
“Well, it’s a possibility, but only gives them a few extra hours in any case. They had to be ready, the copy fully prepared. The plumber had it for a week—or so he said. Then the government took it over, another week for them to fiddle with the paperwork and contract Standjo. Your mother contacts you and offers you the job.”
“She didn’t offer me the job, she ordered me to come to Florence.”
“Mmm.” He studied her chart. “Why did it take you six days between the phone call and the flight? Your description doesn’t lead me to believe she’s a patient woman.”
  
“I was told—and had planned—to leave the following day, two at the most. I was delayed.”
“How?”
“I was mugged.”
“What?”
“This very large man in a mask came out of nowhere, put a knife to my throat.” Her hand fluttered there as if to see if the thin trickle of blood was indeed only a bad memory.
Ryan took her fingers to draw them away and look for himself, though he knew there was no mark. Still, he could imagine it. And his eyes went flat.
“What happened?”
“I was just coming back from a trip. Got out of the car in front of the house, and there he was. He took my briefcase, my purse. I thought he was going to rape me, and I wondered if I had a chance to fight him off, against that knife. I have a bit of a phobia about knives.”
When her fingers trembled lightly, he tightened his grip. “Did he cut you?”
“A little, just. . . just enough to scare me. Then he knocked me down, slashed my tires, and took off.”
“He knocked you down?”
She blinked at the cold steel in his voice, at the unbearable tenderness of his fingers as they stroked over her cheek. “Yes.”
He was blind with fury at the thought of someone holding a knife to her throat, terrorizing her. “How bad were you hurt?”
“Nothing, just bruises and scrapes.” Because her eyes began to sting, she lowered her gaze. She was afraid that the emotions flooding through her were showing—the wonder and bafflement of her feelings for him. No one but Andrew had ever looked at her with that kind of concern, that kind of care.
“It was nothing,” she said again, then stared helplessly as he tipped up her chin and touched his lips to each of her cheeks.
“Don’t be kind to me.” A tear spilled over before she could blink it away. “I don’t handle it well.”
“Learn.” He kissed her again, lightly, then brushed the tear away with his thumb. “Have you ever had trouble like that before around here?”
“No, never.” She managed one hitching breath, then a steadier one. “That’s why I was so shocked, I guess, so unprepared. It’s a very low-crime area. The fact is this was such an aberration it played on the local news for days.”
“They never caught him?”
“No. I couldn’t give them a very detailed description. He wore a mask, so I could only give them his build.”
“Give it to me.”
She didn’t want to recall the incident, but knew he would push her until she relented. “White male, six four or five, two-fifty, two-sixty, brown eyes. Muddy brown. Long arms, big hands, left-handed, wide shoulders, short neck. No distinguishing scars or marks—that I could see.”
“Seems like you gave them quite a bit, considering.”
“Not enough. He never spoke, not a word. That was another thing that frightened me. He went about everything so quickly, so silently. And he took my passport, driver’s license. All my ID. It took me several days, even pulling strings, to arrange for new ones.”
A pro, Ryan concluded. With an agenda.
“Andrew was furious,” she remembered with a ghost of a smile. “He walked around the house every night for a week with a golf club—a nine iron, I think—hoping the man would come back so he could beat him to a pulp.”
“I appreciate the sentiment.”
“That’s a man’s reaction. I’d have preferred to handle it myself. It was humiliating to know that I hadn’t fought back, I just froze.”
“Someone holds a knife to your throat, freezing is the intelligent choice.”
“I was more frightened than hurt,” she murmured, and stared hard at the surface of the table.
“I’m sorry you were either. He didn’t go for the house?”
“No, just grabbed my purse, my briefcase, slugged me, and ran.”
  
“Jewelry?”
“No.”
“Were you wearing any?”
“Yes, I was wearing a gold chain and watch—the police wondered about that too. But I had my coat on. I don’t suppose he saw them.”
“This watch?” He held up her wrist, examining the slim eighteen-karat Cartier. An idiot could fence it for a grand, minimum, he mused. “A hit and grab like that doesn’t sound like an amateur who’d miss this sort of easily liquidated asset. And he doesn’t force you into the house, steal any number of excellent and portable items.”
“The police figured he was someone passing through, short of cash.”
“He might figure you had a couple hundred on you if he was lucky. Not worth armed robbery.”
“People kill for designer tennis shoes.”
“Not this kind of deal. He was after your ID, darling, because someone didn’t want you to get to Florence too soon. They needed time to get to work on the copy, and couldn’t afford you underfoot until they had it under way. So they hired a pro. Someone who wouldn’t be messy or make stupid mistakes. And they paid him enough so he wouldn’t be greedy.”
The explanation was so simple, so perfect, she only stared, wondering why she hadn’t made the connection herself. “But the police never suggested that.”
“The cops didn’t have all the data. We do.”
Slowly, she nodded, and slowly the anger began to inch up into her chest, into her throat. “He held a knife to my throat for my passport. It was all to delay me. To give them more time.”
“I’d say the probability ratio is very high. Run through it again for me, step by step. It’s a long shot, but maybe some of my connections can tag your man.”
“If they can,” she said soberly, “I don’t want to meet your connections.”
“Don’t worry, Dr. Jones.” He turned her hand over and kissed her palm. “You won’t.”
  
• • •
There was no place to buy a bottle on Easter Sunday. When he caught himself driving around and around, looking for one, Andrew began to shake. It wasn’t that he needed one, he told himself. He wanted one, and that was different. He just wanted a couple of drinks to smooth out the edges.
Damn it, everybody was on his back. Everything rested on him. He was sick to death of it. So fuck them, he decided, tapping his fist on the wheel. Fuck them all.
He’d just keep driving. He’d head south and he wouldn’t stop until he was damn good and ready. He had plenty of money, what he didn’t have was any fucking peace.
He wouldn’t stop until he could breathe again, until he found a goddamn liquor store that was open on a goddamn Sunday.
He glanced down, stared at the fist that was ramming over and over into the steering wheel. The fist that was bloody and torn and seemed to belong to someone else. Someone that scared the hell out of him.
Oh God, oh God. He was in trouble. With his hands trembling, he jerked the car to the curb, and leaving the engine running, rested his head on the wheel and prayed for help.
The quick knuckle rap on the window had him jolting up and staring through the glass at Annie’s face. Head cocked, she made a circling motion with her finger, telling him to roll down the window. It wasn’t until he saw her that he realized he’d headed for her house.
“What are you doing, Andrew?”
“Just sitting here.”
She shifted the small bag she carried and studied his face. It was a mess, she noted, bruised, sick in color, worn out. “You piss somebody off?”
“My sister.”
Her eyebrows rose high. “Miranda punched you in the eye?”
“What? No. No.” Embarrassed, he probed around the ache with his fingertips. “I slipped on the stairs.”
“Really?” Her eyes were narrowed now, focused on the fresh cuts and seeping blood on his knuckles. “Did you punch the stairs?”
“I . . .” He held up his hand, his mouth going dry as he stared at it. He hadn’t even felt the pain. What was a man capable of when he stopped feeling pain? “Can I come in? I haven’t been drinking,” he said quickly, when he saw the rejection in her eyes. “I want to, but I haven’t been.”
“You won’t get a drink in my place.”
“I know.” He kept his gaze steady. “That’s why I want to come up.”
She studied him another moment, then nodded. “Okay.”
She unlocked her door and walked in to set her bag on a table covered with papers and forms and files, some of which were anchored with an adding machine.
“I’m doing my taxes,” she explained. “That’s why I went out to get this.” She took an economy-sized bottle of extra-strength Excedrin out of the bag. “You got a Schedule C, you got a headache.”
“I’ve already got the headache.”
“Figured. Let’s do some drugs.” With a half-smile, she turned to pour two glasses of water. She opened the bottle and shook out two tablets for each of them. Solemnly, they swallowed.
She moved back, took a bag of frozen peas out of the freezer. “Put that on your hand for now. We’ll clean it up in a bit.”
“Thanks.” He might not have felt the pain when he’d pounded the steering wheel, but he was feeling it now. From wrist to fingertip his hand was one obscene scream. But he bit back the wince as he laid the cold bag over it. He’d done enough to damage both ego and manhood in front of Annie McLean.
“Now, what did you do to piss off your sister?”
He very nearly lied, made up some idiotic sibling spat. Ego and manhood aside, he couldn’t manage to lie to those quiet, assessing eyes. “It might have been getting stinking drunk and humiliating her in front of her new boyfriend.”
“Miranda’s got a guy?”
“Yeah, sort of sudden. Nice enough. I entertained him by falling down the stairs, then throwing up part of my stomach lining.”
Sympathy fluttered in her stomach, but she only cocked her head. “You’ve been a busy boy, Andrew.”
“Oh yeah.” He tossed the bag of peas into the sink so he could pace. He had jitters tangled around his jitters. Couldn’t keep still. His fingers patted at his thighs, at his face, at each other as he prowled. “Then this morning, I decided to round things out by jumping all over her about work, family problems, her sex life.” He traced his fingers over his cheek, remembering the jolt of shock when she’d slapped him.
Because she caught herself taking a step toward him, Annie turned and rooted out antiseptic from a cabinet behind her. “It was probably the sex life crack that did it. Women don’t like their brothers poking into that area.”
“Yeah, maybe you’re right. But we’ve got a lot of trouble at the Institute. I’m under a lot of stress right now.”
She pursed her lips, glanced down at the piles of papers and forms, the envelopes of receipts, the worn-down stubs of pencils, and the reams of adding machine tape. “If you’re breathing, you have stress. You drink yourself blind, the stress is right there when your vision clears up.”
“Look, maybe I’ve got a little problem. I’m going to deal with it. I just need to take a little time, give my system a rest. I—” He pressed his fingers to his eyes, swayed.
“You’ve got a big problem, and you can deal with it.” She crossed to him, took his wrists and tugged his hands down so he would look at her. “You need a day, because it’s only today that has to count.”
“So far today sucks.”
She smiled, rose on her toes to kiss his cheek. “It’s probably going to get worse. Sit down. I’ll doctor those knuckles, tough guy.”
“Thanks.” Then he sighed, said it again. “Thanks, Annie.”
He kissed her cheek in turn, then rested his head against hers just for the comfort of it. She still held his wrists, lightly, and her fingers felt so competent, so strong, her hair smelled so fresh and simple. He pressed his lips to it, then to her temple.
Then somehow his mouth was on hers, and the taste of her was flooding his ragged system like sunlight. When her fingers flexed in his, he released them, but only to frame her face with his hands, to draw her into him, hold her there while the sheer warmth of her soothed like balm on a wound.
So many contrasts, was all he could think. The tough little body, the soft sweep of hair, the clipped voice and generous mouth.
The strength and the softness of her, so endearing, so familiar. And so necessary to him.
She’d always been there. He’d always known she’d be there.
It wasn’t easy to break free. Not from his hold—she could have easily stepped away. His hands were gentle as bird wings on her face. The mouth both needy and tender.
She’d wondered, had let herself wonder once, if it would be the same. The feel of him, the taste. But that was long ago, before she’d convinced herself that friendship was enough. Now it wasn’t easy to break free of what that one long quiet kiss stirred, what it asked, what it took out of her.
She needed all of her strength of will to step back from the slowly kindling need he’d brought back to life. A need, she told herself, that wouldn’t help either of them.
He nearly pulled her back, was already reaching out blindly when she held up her hands, palms out, in warning. He jerked back as if he’d been slapped a second time.
“Oh Christ. I’m sorry. Annie, I’m sorry.” What had he done? How could he have ruined the single friendship he didn’t think he could live without? “I didn’t mean to do that. I wasn’t thinking. I’m sorry.”
She let him wind down, let the miserable guilt settle on his face. “I bounced a two-hundred-pound man out of my bar last night because he thought he could buy me along with a beer and a bump.” She clamped her hand around Andrew’s left thumb and gave it a quick twist. His eyes widened, his breath hissed as she held it. “I could have you on your knees, pal, whimpering if I gave this one little digit a good yank back. We’re not seventeen anymore, not quite so stupid and a hell of a lot less innocent. If I hadn’t wanted your hands on me, you’d have been flat on your back, checking out the cracks in my ceiling plaster.”
Sweat began to pearl on his forehead. “Ah, could you let go?”
“Sure.” Obligingly, she released his thumb, and kept her eyebrows arrogantly cocked. “Want a Coke? You look a little sweaty.” She turned and stepped to the refrigerator.
“I don’t want to ruin things,” he began.
“Ruin what?”
“Us. You matter, Annie. You’ve always mattered.”
She stared blindly into the refrigerator. “You’ve always mattered too. I’ll let you know when you ruin things.”
“I want to talk about . . . before.”
He waited while she popped the tops on two bottles. Grace in economy of motion, he thought, a steel spine in a well-toned body. Had he noticed those things before? Noticed the little flecks of gold in her eyes? Or had he just stored them up so they’d all come to him in a flood in a moment just like this?
“Why?”
“Maybe to face things—something I didn’t realize until lately was stuck inside me.” He flexed his fingers, felt the ache. “I’m not in the best shape right now, but I have to start somewhere. Sometime.”
She set the bottles on the counter, forced herself to turn, to meet his eyes. And hers were swimming with emotions she’d struggled to keep locked in for years. “It’s painful for me, Andrew.”
“You wanted the baby.” The breath he released hurt his chest. He’d never spoken of the baby before, not out loud. “I could see it in your face when you told me you were pregnant. It scared the hell out of me.”
“I was too young to know what I wanted.” Then she closed her eyes because it was a lie. “Yes, yes, I wanted the baby. I had this idiotic fantasy that I’d tell you, and you’d be happy and just sweep me up. Then we’d . . . Well, that’s as far as it went. But you didn’t want me.”
His mouth was dry as dust, his gut raw. He knew one drink would smooth it all away. Cursing himself for thinking of that at such a time, he snagged one of the bottles off the counter and gulped down soda that seemed sickly and sweet. “I cared about you.”
“You didn’t love me, Andrew. I was just a girl you got lucky with on the beach one night.”
He slammed the bottle down again. “It wasn’t like that. Goddamn it, you know it wasn’t like that.”
“It was exactly like that,” she said evenly. “I was in love with you, Andrew, and I knew when I lay down on the blanket with you that you weren’t in love with me. I didn’t care. I didn’t expect anything. Andrew Jones of Jones Point and Annie McLean from the waterfront? I was young, but I wasn’t stupid.”
“I would have married you.”
“Would you?” Her voice went chilly. “Your offer didn’t even hit lukewarm.”
“I know it.” And that was something that had eaten away at him slowly, a nibble at a time, for fifteen years. “I didn’t give you what you needed that day. I didn’t know how. If I had, you might have made a different choice.”
“If I’d taken you up on it, you would have hated me. When you offered, part of you already did.” She moved her shoulders, picked up her own Coke. “And looking back, I can’t blame you. I’d have ruined your life.” The bottle froze halfway to her lips as he stepped toward her. The hot glint of fury in his eyes had her bracing against the counter. He snatched the bottle out of her hand, set it down, then took a hard grip on her shoulders.
“I don’t know how it would have been—and that’s something I’ve asked myself more than once over the years. But I know how it was. Maybe I wasn’t in love with you, I don’t know. But making love with you mattered to me.” And that, he realized, was something else he’d never said aloud, something neither one of them had faced. “However badly I handled things afterward, that night mattered. And damn it, Annie, damn it,” he added, giving her a brisk shake, “you might have made my life.”
“I was never right for you,” she said in a furious whisper.
“How the hell do you know? We never had a chance to find out. You tell me you’re pregnant, and before I can absorb it, you had an abortion.”
“I never had an abortion.”
“You made a mistake,” he said, tossing the words she’d once heaved at him back in her face. “And you fixed it. I would have taken care of you, both of you.” Pain, long and shallowly buried, cracked through the surface in pummeling fists. “I would have done my best for you.” His fingers tightened on her arms. “But it wasn’t good enough. Okay, it was your decision, your body, your choice. But goddamn it, it was a part of me too.”
She’d lifted her hands to push him away and now curled them into his shirt. His face was sheet-pale under the bruises, his eyes burning dark. The ache around her heart was for both of them now. “Andrew, I didn’t have an abortion. I lost the baby. I told you, I had a miscarriage.”
Something flickered deep in his eyes. His grip relaxed on her shoulders, and he stepped back. “You lost it?”
“I told you, when it happened.”
“I always thought—I assumed you’d. . .” He turned away, walked to the window. Without thinking he yanked it open, and resting his palms on the sill, dragged in air. “I thought you told me that to make it easier on both of us. I figured that you hadn’t trusted me enough to stand by you, to take care of you and the baby.”
“I wouldn’t have done that without telling you.”
“You avoided me for a long time afterward. We never talked about it, never seemed to be able to talk about it. I knew you wanted the baby, and I thought—all this time—I thought that you’d terminated the pregnancy because I hadn’t stood by you the way you needed.”
“You—” She had to swallow the hot ball in her throat. “You wanted the baby?”
“I didn’t know.” Even now he didn’t know. “But I’ve never regretted anything more in my life than not holding on to you that day on the beach. Then everything drifted, almost like it never happened.”
“It hurt me. I had to get over it. Over you.”
Slowly, he pulled the window down again. “Did you?”
“I made a life for myself. A lousy marriage, an ugly divorce.”
“That’s not an answer.”
When he turned back, his eyes very blue and level on hers, she shook her head. “It’s not a fair question just now. I’m not going to start something with you that’s based on what was.”
“Then maybe we’d better take a look at where we are, and start from there.”






twenty-one









M
iranda went back to work on the computer, revising charts, making new ones. It kept her mind occupied, except for the times she caught herself looking out the window, willing Andrew’s car to come up the hill.
Ryan had settled in the bedroom with his cell phone. She imagined he didn’t want several of the calls he was making to pop up on her records. That was something she wasn’t going to worry about.
He’d given her a whole new line of worry. If he was right, the quick and rough daylight robbery hadn’t simply been a matter of chance, hadn’t been some itinerant thief looking for fast cash. It had been a well-planned, carefully orchestrated part of the whole. She’d been a specific target, the motive behind it nothing more than delaying her trip to Italy and her work on the bronze.
Whoever had stolen it, copied it, had already decided to discredit her. Had that been personal, or the luck of the draw? she wondered. She believed, as she had few genuine friends, she had few genuine enemies. She’d simply avoided becoming close enough to anyone to create them.
  
But the messages coming over her fax were very personal.
The attack had been personal, she thought, designed to terrify. The silence, the little nick at the throat with the knife. Had that all been routine for the attacker, or had he been given instructions to leave his victim frozen in shock and fear?
It had cost her a large slice of her confidence, her sense of safety, certainly her dignity. And it had delayed her trip by almost a week. The delay had put her at odds with her mother before the project even began.
Layers, she mused, very cleverly applied layers that coated the core. Yet it hadn’t begun with the attack, but with the forgery and theft of the David.
What had been going on in her life then? What was she missing that tied the one to the other?
She’d been working on her doctorate, she remembered. Splitting her time between the Institute, her studies, her thesis. Her social life, never a glitter ball of events, had been nil.
What had been going on around her? That, she realized, was harder to pin down. Paying attention to the people around her wasn’t her strong suit. That was something she intended to change.
For now, she closed her eyes and tried to bring the time span, and the people in it, into focus.
Elise and Andrew had been married, and still by all appearances deeply in love. She could remember no fights or squabbles. Andrew’s drinking had been routine, but nothing she’d worried about.
Then again, she’d done her best to give him and Elise as much privacy as possible.
Giovanni and Lori had entertained each other with a brisk, friendly affair. She’d known they were sleeping together, but since it hadn’t interfered with the quality or quantity of their work, Miranda had kept out of that as well.
Her mother had come into the Institute briefly. A day or two, Miranda thought now. No longer. They’d had a handful of meetings, one stiff family dinner, and had parted ways.
Her father had stayed only long enough to see the bronze through initial testing. He’d only sat in on a portion of the meetings and had made some excuse to avoid attending the family meal.
Vincente and his wife had come in her father’s place, but even their vivid personalities hadn’t brightened the event. If memory served, Gina had come into the lab only once.
Richard Hawthorne she remembered only as a vague presence buried in books or hunched over a computer.
John Carter had been a constant presence, overseeing projects, worrying over reports. Miranda rubbed her temples as she struggled to pull in details. Had he been a little off his stride, sluggish, out of sorts? A touch of the flu, she remembered. He’d had a touch of the flu, but had worked through it.
How was she supposed to remember? In disgust, she dropped her hands. It had been routine, simply routine with her work as the driving force. Everything else was blips once she had that small, lovely statue in her hands.
She’d seen the acquisition of the David as another step in her career, and had used the authentication as the basis for one of her papers. She’d gotten quite a bit of attention for that, she recalled, in the academic and scientific worlds. She’d been invited to lecture on it and had won a considerable amount of acclaim.
It had, she supposed, been the true beginning of her rise in her career. That little bronze had lifted her out of the pack and put her solidly in the lead.
She stared blindly at the words on her screen, heard a dim buzzing in her ears.
The Fiesole Bronze would have sent her reputation rocketing. It would have cemented her as one of the top archeometrists in the world. Not just academic acclaim this time, but the lay press as well. We were talking Michelangelo here, romance, mystery, money. She shut her eyes and struggled to think it through.
Both pieces were hers. Both pieces had offered her a solid boost up the reputational ladder. And both pieces had been forged. What if they hadn’t been the target at all?
What if she was?
She folded her hands, waited for her insides to settle. It had logic, it had reason. It was more than plausible.
But where was the motive?
What other pieces had she authenticated that could be retested without too much speculation or comment within the Institute? The Cellini. Her stomach twisted painfully at the thought of it. The statue of Nike, she thought, forcing herself to be calm and thorough. There was the paperweight-sized bronze of Romulus and Remus nursing at the she-wolf.
She would have to get back into the lab. She would have to be sure none of those had been replaced with forgeries.
She jerked as the phone rang, stared at it for several long seconds before she picked up the receiver. “Hello?”
“Miranda. I have some difficult news.”
“Mother.” She rubbed a hand over her heart. I think someone’s trying to hurt me. I think they’re trying to destroy me. It was real, the bronze was real. You have to listen. But the words only raced in her head. “What is it?”
“Sometime on Thursday night the lab was broken into. Equipment, records, data were destroyed.”
“Destroyed?” she said dully. Yes, I’m being destroyed.
“Giovanni . . .” The pause was long, and for the first time in too long to remember, Miranda heard raw emotion in her mother’s voice. “Giovanni was killed.”
“Giovanni.” You cared. Oh God, you cared. She shut her eyes as tears began to swim. “Giovanni,” she said again.
“From all appearances, he must have decided to come in and take advantage of the holiday quiet in the lab to work. We’ve been unable to tell what project he was dealing with. The police—”
Again that hitch in rhythm, and though the voice was stronger, it remained uneven. “The police are investigating, but they have no leads to date. I’ve been attempting to assist them for the last two days. The funeral is tomorrow.”
  
“Tomorrow?”
“I thought it best that you hear it from me. I trust you’ll inform Andrew. I realize you were fond of Giovanni. I believe we all were. There’s no need for you to fly in for the services. They’re to be simple and private.”
“His family.”
“I’ve spoken with his family. Though we’ve made arrangements to have donations to charity made in his name, I believe they would appreciate flowers. This is a very difficult time for all of us. I hope that you and I can put our professional differences aside and agree to send an arrangement as a family.”
“Yes, of course. I could fly out tonight.”
“That’s neither necessary nor wise.” Elizabeth’s voice was brisk again. “The press is well aware that you worked together on the Fiesole Bronze. This has already been rehashed in the media. Your presence here would only stir it all up again. For Giovanni’s family’s sake, the services should be kept quiet and dignified.”
She remembered the words of the last fax again: His blood’s on your hands. Can you see it? “You’re right. There’s nothing I can do there but make matters worse.” She closed her eyes, the better to concentrate on keeping her tone even. “Do the police know why the lab was broken into? Was anything stolen?”
“It’s difficult to tell, but it doesn’t appear that anything was taken. A great deal was destroyed. The alarm was shut off, from inside. The authorities believe it’s possible he knew his assailant.”
“I’d like you to keep me informed of the progress. He mattered very much to me.”
“I know you had a personal relationship.”
“We weren’t lovers, Mother.” Miranda nearly sighed it. “We were friends.”
“I didn’t intend to—” Elizabeth stopped, remained silent for several seconds. “I’ll see that you’re kept up-to-date. If you go out of town, you might see that Andrew has your location this time.”
“I plan to stay home,” Miranda said. “And garden.” She smiled a little as there was no response. “An enforced leave of absence gives me time to develop a hobby. They’re supposed to be good for the soul.”
“So I’m told. I’m glad you’re making productive use of your time rather than brooding. Tell Andrew I want an update on the investigation there as soon as possible. I may be coming in for a short time, and would appreciate having everything dealing with the matter of the David recorded in a cohesive fashion.”
I’ll warn him. “I’ll be sure he understands.”
“Good. Goodbye, Miranda.”
“Goodbye, Mother.”
She replaced the receiver neatly, then sat staring at it until she realized Ryan had come in and stood behind her. “She had me fooled for a minute. I started to believe she was human. She sounded genuinely grieved when she told me about Giovanni. But before it was over, she reverted to her usual self. I’m to stay away because my presence at Giovanni’s funeral would be disruptive.”
Her instinct was to stiffen when his hands came to her shoulders. That alone infuriated her. She shut her eyes and willed herself to relax under his hands. “I’m instructed to inform Andrew of my location, should I choose to leave town again, and to tell him to give her an update, at the soonest opportunity, of the burglary investigation.”
“She’s got a lot on her mind, Miranda. Everyone in your family does just now.”
“And when your family has a crisis, what do they do?”
He crouched, turned her swivel chair around until she faced him. “Your family and mine aren’t the same, and can’t be expected to react in the same way.”
“No. My mother remains, at all times, the director. My father maintains his distance and general apathy, and Andrew drowns himself in a bottle. And what do I do? I ignore all of it as long as it’s humanly possible so it won’t interfere with my routine.”
“That’s not what I’ve seen.”
“You’ve seen a blip on the screen, not the usual sweep.” She nudged him aside so she could stand. “I’m going for a run.”
“Miranda.” He caught her arm before she could hurry out of the room. “If you didn’t care, if they didn’t matter to you, you wouldn’t be so sad.”
“I’m not sad, Ryan. I’m resigned.” She shook free and walked out to change her clothes.
She didn’t often run. She considered walking a more efficient and certainly more dignified method of exercise. But when events and emotions built up to a high inside her, she ran.
She chose the beach below the cliffs because the water was close and the air fresh. She headed north, digging into the shale while the waves gleefully attacked the rocky shore and spewed droplets of water into the sunlight. Gulls swooped, letting out their eerily feminine screams.
As her muscles warmed, she tugged off the light jacket and tossed it aside. No one would steal it. Crime, she thought with a giddy lurch in her stomach, was low in Jones Point.
Orange buoys bobbed on the surface of the dark blue water. Others, tall, gray, and weathered, swayed and spoke in hollow, mournful bongs. A short pier lay drunkenly askew in the water, ignored because neither she nor Andrew sailed. Farther out, boats skimmed and sailed as people took advantage of the hint of spring and a Sunday holiday.
She followed the curve of the beach, ignoring the burning in her calves and chest, the trickle of sweat between her breasts.
A lobster boat swayed on the current while the waterman in his bright red cap checked his pots. He lifted a hand and waved, and the simple gesture from a stranger made her eyes burn. While her vision blurred, she waved in return, then stopped, bending over, hands on knees, while her breath screamed out of her laboring lungs.
She hadn’t run far, she thought, but she’d run too fast. She hadn’t paced herself. Everything was happening too fast. She couldn’t quite keep up, yet she didn’t dare slow down.
  
And sweet God, she didn’t even know where she was going.
There was a man in her house, a man she’d known for only a matter of weeks. A man who was a thief, likely a liar, and undoubtedly dangerous. Yet she’d put a part of her life in his hands. She’d become intimate with him, more intimate than she’d ever allowed herself to become with anyone.
She looked back and up and studied the moon-white spear of the lighthouse. She’d fallen in love with him inside that tower. It didn’t matter if she’d been sliding toward it all along, it was there she’d fallen. And she had yet to be certain she would land on her feet.
He’d walk away when he finished what he had come to do. He’d be charming about it, and clever. Not cruel. But he would go back to his life. Hers, she realized, would still be in shambles.
They could find the bronzes, shore up their reputations, solve the puzzle, and even catch a killer. But her life would remain in shambles.
And with no precedent, no formula, no data, she couldn’t make an educated guess on how long it would take her to rebuild it.
At the tips of her feet was the edge of a tidepool, the water calm and clear. Life scurried under it, in otherworldly colors and shapes.
When she was a child her grandmother had walked this beach with her—or with both her and Andrew. They’d studied the tidepools together, but it hadn’t been like a lesson, some sneaky education ploy of adult to child.
No, she remembered, they had crouched down and looked for the pleasure of it. Had laughed when what appeared to be a rock squirted at them in annoyance.
Little worlds, her grandmother had called them. Ripe with passion, sex, violence, and politics—and often more sensible than the life that’s led on the dry part of the planet.
“I wish you were here,” Miranda murmured. “I wish I still had you to talk to.”
She looked away from the busy world at her feet, out to sea again, let the wind rage through her hair, over her face. What was she to do now? she wondered. Now that she knew what it was to love someone until it hurt, to prefer the pain to the emptiness that had been so familiar it was rarely noticed?
She sat on the smooth dome of a rock, brought her knees up to rest her head on them. This, she supposed, was what happened when the heart was allowed to control the mind, the actions, the decisions. With everything else in tatters around her, she was sitting on a rock, looking out to sea and brooding over a love affair that was destined to end.
An oystercatcher landed near the shoreline, then stalked up and down the verge looking important. It made her smile a little. Apparently even birds worry about appearances. Look at me, he seemed to say, I’m very cool.
“We’d see how cool you are if I’d brought some bread crumbs,” she told him. “You’d be scrambling to gulp them all down before your buddies got wind of it and swooped down to fight you for them.”
“I’ve heard that people who drink too much start believing in talking birds.” Andrew saw her shoulders stiffen, but kept walking toward her. “You dropped this.” He laid her jacket in her lap.
“I got too warm.”
“You sit here without it after a run, you’ll get chilled.”
“I’m fine.”
“Suit yourself.” It took a great deal of courage for him to sit on the rock beside her. “Miranda, I’m sorry.”
“I believe we’ve covered that ground.”
“Miranda.” He knew just how far he’d pushed her away when she wouldn’t let him take her hand.
“I came down here to be alone for a while.”
And he knew just how stubborn she could be when she’d been crossed. “I’ve got a few things to say. When I’m done, you can hit me again if you want. I was way over the line this morning. There’s no excuse for what I said to you. I didn’t want to hear what you were saying to me, so I hit hard and low.”
  
“Understood. We’ll agree that we’re better off staying out of each other’s personal choices.”
“No.” This time he ignored her jerk away and clamped her hand. “No, we’re not. We’ve always been able to depend on each other.”
“Well, I can’t depend on you anymore, Andrew, can I?” She looked at him now, saw how haggard his face was against the dark glasses he’d put on. He should have looked rakish, she thought. Instead he looked pitiful.
“I know I’ve let you down.”
“I can take care of myself. You’ve let yourself down.”
“Miranda, please.” He’d known it wouldn’t be easy, but he hadn’t realized how completely her rejection would rip at him. “I know I’ve got a problem. I’m trying to come to terms with that. I’m . . . I’m going to a meeting tonight. AA.”
He saw the flicker in her eyes, of hope, of sympathy, of love, and shook his head. “I don’t know if it’s going to be for me. I’m just going to go, listen, see how I feel about it.”
“It’s a good start, it’s a good step.”
He rose, stared out over the restless water. “When I left this morning, I went looking for a bottle. I didn’t realize it, didn’t consciously think about it. Not until I got the shakes, until I found myself driving around looking for a liquor store or a bar, anything that was open on a Sunday morning.”
He looked down at his hand, flexed the fingers, felt the small aches. “It scared the hell out of me.”
“I’ll help you, Andrew. I’ve read all the literature. I’ve been to a couple of Alanon meetings.”
He turned back to stare at her. She was watching him, twisting the jacket in her hands. And the hope was deeper in her eyes. “I was afraid you’d started to hate me,” he said.
“I wanted to. Just can’t.” She wiped at tears. “I’ve been so angry with you, for taking you away from me. When you left today I kept thinking you’d come back drunk, or you’d finally be stupid enough to drive when you’d been drinking and kill yourself. I would have hated you for that.”
“I went to Annie’s. Didn’t know I was going there either, until I was parked in front of her building. She’s—I’m—Hell. I’m going to stay at her place for a few days. Give you some privacy with Ryan, give you and me a little space.”
“Annie’s? You’re going to stay with Annie?”
“I’m not sleeping with her.”
“Annie?” she said again, gaping at him. “Annie McLean?”
“Is that a problem for you?”
It was the defensive way he said it that had her lips curving up. “No, not at all. That’s something I think I’d like very much to see. She’s a strong-willed, ambitious woman. And she won’t take any crap from you.”
“Annie and I . . .” He wasn’t sure how to explain it. “We’ve got a history. Maybe now we’re going to see about having a present.”
“I didn’t know you were anything but friends.”
He stared down the beach, thought he could almost pick out the spot where two reckless teenagers had lost their innocence. “We were, then we weren’t. I don’t know what we are now.” But finding out, he thought, was giving him a direction and purpose he hadn’t had in too long. “I’m sleeping on her couch for a couple of nights. I’m going to get my feet under me again, whatever it takes. But the odds are I’m going to disappoint you again before I do.”
She’d read everything she could get her hands on about alcoholism, treatment, recovery. She knew about backsliding, starting over, failure. “You’re not disappointing me today.” She held out a hand, linking fingers tight when he took it. “I’ve missed you so much.”
He picked her up off the rock to hold her. He knew she was crying, could feel it in the little quivers her body made against his. But she made no sound. “Don’t give up on me, okay?”
“Tried. Can’t.”
He laughed a little and pressed his cheek to hers. “This thing you’ve got going with New York—”
  
“How come he was Ryan before, and now he’s New York?”
“Because now he’s messing around with my sister, and I’m reserving judgment. This thing you’ve got,” he repeated. “It’s working for you?”
She drew back. “It’s working today.”
“Okay. Since we’ve made up, why don’t we go up and have a drink to celebrate.” His dimples winked. “Drunk humor. How about a pot roast?”
“It’s too late in the day to start one. I’ll make you a very manly meat loaf.”
“Good enough.”
As they started back, she braced herself, knowing she would have to tell him and shatter the moment. “Andrew, Mother called a bit ago.”
“Can’t she take Easter off like everybody else?”
“Andrew.” She stopped, kept a hand on his arm. “Someone broke into the lab in Florence. Giovanni was there, alone. He was murdered.”
“What? Giovanni? Oh my God.” He turned, walked to the edge of the water, stood there with the surf soaking his shoes. “Giovanni’s dead? Murdered? What the hell is going on?”
She couldn’t risk telling him. His strength of will, his emotions, his illness . . . it was too unstable a mix. “I wish I knew. She said the lab had been vandalized, equipment and records destroyed. And Giovanni . . . they think he was working late, and someone came in.”
“A burglary?”
“I don’t know. It doesn’t seem . . . She said she didn’t think anything of value had been taken.”
“It makes no sense.” He whirled around, his face grim and battered. “Someone breaks into the gallery here, takes a valuable bronze and doesn’t squash a fly on his way in or out. Now someone breaks into the lab at Standjo, kills Giovanni, wrecks the place and takes nothing?”
“I don’t understand it either.” That, at least, was partially true.
  
“What’s the connection?” he muttered, and had her gaping at him.
“Connection?”
“There are no coincidences.” Jingling the change in his pocket, he began to walk up and down the beach. “Two break-ins, within a couple of weeks, at different divisions of the same organization. One lucrative and quiet, the other violent and without apparent reason. There’s always a reason. Giovanni worked at both locations at some time.” Behind the dark lenses, his eyes narrowed. “He did some of the work on the David, didn’t he?”
“Ah . . . yes, yes, he did.”
“The David’s stolen, the documents are missing, and now Giovanni’s dead. What’s the connection?” He didn’t expect an answer, and she was spared from fumbling for a lie.
“I’m going to pass this on to Cook, for whatever good it does. Maybe I should go to Florence.”
“Andrew.” Her voice wanted to quake. She wouldn’t risk him, wouldn’t let him go anywhere near Florence. Or the person who had killed Giovanni. “That’s not a good idea right now. You need to stay close to home, rebuild your routine and stability. Let the police do their jobs.”
“It’s probably better to try to figure it out from here, anyway,” he decided. “I’m going up to call Cook, give him something to chew on besides his Easter ham.”
“I’ll be there in a minute.” She worked up a smile. “To start your Easter meat loaf.”
He was distracted enough not to notice how quickly her smile slipped away into worry. But he spotted Ryan on the cliff path. Pride, ego, shame, and brotherly resistance built very quickly.
“Boldari.”
“Andrew.” Ryan decided to avoid an unproductive pissing match and stepped aside.
But Andrew was already primed. “Maybe you think since she’s a grown woman and her family’s screwed up that there’s nobody to look out for her, but you’re wrong. You hurt her, you son of a bitch, and I’ll break you in two.” His eyes went to slits when Ryan grinned at him. “You hear a joke?”
“No. It’s just that the last part of that statement is very similar to what I said to my sister Mary Jo’s husband when I caught them necking in his Chevy. I’d already dragged him out and punched him first, much to MJ’s annoyance and distress.”
Andrew rocked on his heels. “You’re not my sister’s husband.”
“Neither was he, at the time.” The words were out, glibly delivered before the potential meaning struck Ryan. The humor blinked out of his eyes and discomfort blinked on. “What I mean to say is—”
“Yeah?” Enjoying himself now, Andrew nodded. “What do you mean to say?”
A man could do a lot of thinking in the time it took to clear the throat. “I mean to say that I have a great deal of affection and respect for your sister. She’s a beautiful, interesting, and appealing woman.”
“You’re light on your feet, Ryan.” It seemed they were back to Ryan, for the moment. “Good balance.” They both looked down to where Miranda stood on the narrow beach watching the waves rise.
“And she’s not as sturdy as she thinks she is,” Andrew added. “She doesn’t let herself get too close to too many, because when she does, the soft center’s exposed.”
“She matters to me. Is that what you want to hear?”
“Yeah.” Particularly, Andrew thought, since it had been said with a great deal of heat and some reluctance. “That’ll do. By the way, I appreciate what you did for me last night, and for not rubbing my nose in it today.”
“How’s the eye?”
“Hurts like a bastard.”
“Well then, that’s punishment enough, I’d say.”
“Maybe.” He turned and started up the path. “We’re having meat loaf,” he called back. “Go make her put her jacket on, will you?”
“Yeah,” Ryan murmured. “I think I’ll do that.” He started down, picking his way over rocks, skidding a bit on pebbles. She started up, steady as a mountain goat.
“Those aren’t the right kind of shoes for this.”
“You’re telling me.” Then he caught her against him. “Your arms are cold. Why don’t you have your jacket on?”
“The sun’s warm enough. Andrew’s going to an AA meeting tonight.”
“That’s great.” He pressed his lips to her brow. “It’s a good start.”
“He can do it.” The breeze tugged hair out of the elastic band she’d pulled on, and forced her to shake it out of her face. “I know he can. He’s going to be staying with a friend for a couple of days, just to give himself time to steady a bit. And I think he’s not quite comfortable with sleeping under the same room while we’re . . . sleeping.”
“Yankee conservatism.”
“Don’t knock a cornerstone.” She drew in a breath. “There’s something else. I told him about Giovanni. He’s made the connection.”
“What do you mean he’s made the connection?”
“I mean for the past year or so he’s been killing his brain cells, and I’d nearly forgotten how smart he is. He put it together in minutes. A connection between the break-in here, and the one there. He’s going to talk to Detective Cook about it.”
“Great, bring in the cops.”
“It’s the reasonable thing to do. It’s too coincidental for Andrew.” Speaking quickly, she ran back over what her brother had said. “He’ll explore this. I didn’t tell him what I know or suspect. I can’t risk his state of mind right now when he should be concentrating on recovery, but I can’t go on lying to him either. Not for much longer.”
“Then we’ll have to work faster.” He had no intention of playing team ball, or sharing the bronzes. Once he had them, he was keeping them. “The wind’s picking up,” he commented, and draped an arm around her as they walked up the path. “I heard a rumor about meat loaf.”
“You’ll get fed, Boldari. And I can promise my meat loaf is very passionate.”
  
“In some cultures meat loaf is considered an aphrodisiac.”
“Really? Odd that was never covered in any of my anthropology courses.”
“It only works if you serve it with mashed potatoes.”
“Well then, I guess we’ll have to test that theory.”
“They can’t be instant.”
“Please. Don’t insult me.”
“I think I’m crazy about you, Dr. Jones.”
She laughed, but the soft center her brother had spoken of was laid bare.
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T
he country quiet kept Ryan awake, and made him think of New York. Of the comforting and continual buzz of traffic, of the pace that got into your blood so that you lengthened your stride to get to the next corner, beat the light, keep the clip steady.
Places this close to the ocean made you slow down. Once you slowed down, you could get settled in and rooted before you realized it was happening.
He needed to get back to New York, to his gallery, which he’d already left too long in other hands. Of course, he often did, but that was when he was traveling, moving from place to place. Not when he was . . . planted this way.
He needed to pull up stakes, and soon.
She was sleeping beside him, her breathing echoing the slow, steady ebb and flow of the sea outside. She didn’t curl up against him, but maintained her own space and gave him his. He told himself he appreciated that. But he didn’t. It irked him that she didn’t cuddle and cling and at least pretend that she was trying to hold him down.
It would have been so much easier to resist staying if she did.
  
He couldn’t concentrate this way. She was a constant distraction from the work at hand, just by being close enough to touch. She was an infinitely touchable woman if only because she was always vaguely surprised by little strokes and pats.
And because he wanted to do so, to nudge her awake and into arousal with little strokes and pats, with quiet sips and nibbles until she was hot and slippery and eager for him, he got out of bed.
Sex was supposed to be a simple form of entertainment, not an obsession, for God’s sake.
He tugged on a pair of loose black pants, found a cigar and his lighter, and quietly opened her terrace doors and stepped out.
Breathing the air was like drinking a lightly chilled and mellow white, he decided. It could become a casual habit, one easily taken for granted. The height gave him a full view of the sea, of the ragged spit of land with the glowing spear of the lighthouse, and that spear’s straight beaming lance.
It held a sense of age and tradition, of security again easily taken for granted by those who saw it day after day. Things changed slowly here, if they flexed their muscles and decided to change at all.
You would see the same view morning after morning, he decided. A similar scatter of boats over the same moody sea, and all with the beat and pulse of that sea as a backdrop. He could see the stars, brilliantly clear like bright studs pinned to velvet. The moon was waning, losing its edge.
He was afraid he was losing his.
Annoyed with himself, he lighted the cigar, blew a fume of smoke into the wind that never seemed to rest.
They were getting nowhere, he thought. Miranda could create her charts and graphs, calculate her time lines, and input her data until she generated reams of paperwork. None of it delved into the hearts and minds of the people involved. It couldn’t touch on greed or anger, jealousy or hate. A chart couldn’t illustrate why one human took the life of another over a piece of metal.
He needed to know the players, to understand them, and he’d barely begun.
He thought he’d come to know her. She was an efficient woman with a practical shell, an aloof nature that could, with the proper key, be unlocked to expose the warmth and needs under the surface. Her upbringing had been privileged and cold. She’d reacted to that by distancing herself from people, honing her mind, fixing her goals and setting along a straight, linear path to achieving them.
Her weakness was her brother.
They’d stuck together, bonding initially out of defense or rebellion or genuine affection. It didn’t matter what had forged that bond; it existed, it was real and strong and unified them. What came out of it was loyalty and love. He’d seen for himself what Andrew’s drinking, his unpredictability, had done to her. It left her shaken and angry and baffled.
And he’d seen the hope and the happiness in her eyes during the dinner they’d shared that evening. She believed he was climbing back toward the brother she’d known. She needed that belief, that faith. He couldn’t stand the idea of shattering it.
So he would keep his suspicions to himself. He knew just what addictions, any kind of addictions, could do to warp a man. To make him consider and to make him commit acts he would never have considered or committed otherwise.
Andrew headed the Institute, he had power, the ease of motion within the organization to have managed the switch of the first bronze. The motive could have been money, or a simple lust to own, or the surrendering to blackmail. No one was in a better position to have orchestrated the thefts and the forgeries than one of the Joneses.
He considered Charles Jones. He’d been the one to discover the David. It wasn’t unreasonable to theorize that he’d wanted it for himself. He would have needed help. Andrew? Possibly. Giovanni, just as possibly. Or any of the most trusted staff.
Elizabeth Jones. Proud, cold, driven. She’d based her life on art, the science of it rather than the beauty. She, like her husband, had put their family in the shadows in order to concentrate energy and time and effort on gaining prestige. Their own. Wouldn’t a priceless statue make the perfect trophy for a lifetime of work?
Giovanni. A trusted employee. A brilliant scientist or he would never have been a part of Miranda’s team. Charming, by her account. A single man who enjoyed flirting with women. Maybe he’d flirted with the wrong one, or had craved more than his position at Standjo offered.
Elise. Ex-wife. Ex-wives were often vengeful. She’d transferred from the Institute to Standjo, Florence. She was in a position of trust and power. She might have used Andrew, then discarded him. As lab manager, she’d be privy to all data. She would have held both bronzes in her hands. Had she coveted them?
Richard Hawthorne. Bookworm. Still waters often ran deep and often ran violent. He knew his history, knew how to research. His type was largely overlooked in favor of the more flamboyant, the more demanding. It could eat at a man.
Vincente Morelli, longtime friend and associate. With a very young, very demanding wife. He’d given the Institute and Standjo years of his life, of his work, of his skills. Why not cash in on more than a paycheck and a pat on the back for services rendered?
John Carter, with his worn shoes and ridiculous ties. Stable as granite. Why not just as hard? He’d been with the Institute for more than fifteen years, plodding his way along. Following orders, clinging to routines. Maybe he was still following orders.
Any one of them could have planned it, he decided. But he didn’t believe any one of them could have executed two such flawless switches alone. There was teamwork here, gears meshing. And a cool and clever mind behind it all.
  
He was going to need more than personnel records and time lines to uncover that mind.
He watched a star fall, streaking toward the sea with an arc of light. And he began to plan.
 
“What do you mean you’re going to call my mother?”
“I’d call your father,” Ryan said, peeking over her shoulder to see what she was up to on the computer, “but I get the impression your mother’s more involved in the business. What are you doing there?”
“Nothing. Why are you going to call my mother?”
“What is that? A gardening web page?”
“I need some data, that’s all.”
“On flowers?”
“Yes.” She’d already printed out several informative documents on soil treatments, perennials, and planting seasons, so closed the page. “My mother?”
“In a minute. Why do you need data on flowers?”
“Because I’m going to start a garden, and I know nothing about it.”
“So you’re taking the scientific approach.” He bent down to kiss the top of her head. “You really are cute, Miranda.”
She removed her glasses and put them on the desk. “I’m delighted I’ve amused you. Now will you answer my question?”
“Your mother?” He sat on the desk, facing her. “I’m going to call her to tell her my conditions for the loan of the Vasaris, and a Raphael and Botticelli.”
“Raphael and Botticelli? You never agreed to loan us anything but the Vasaris.”
“New deal. Five paintings—and I may let her talk me into tossing in a Donatello sculpture—a three-month loan, with the Boldari Gallery suitably acknowledged in all advertising, with the proceeds from the fund-raiser going to the National Endowment for the Arts.”
“Fund-raiser?”
“I’ll get to that. The reason I’m choosing the New England Institute of Art History is because of its reputation, its dedication to not only displaying art but teaching, restoring, studying, and preserving it. I was very impressed when I was here a few weeks ago and was taken through the facility by Dr. Miranda Jones.”
He tugged on her hair, sent it tumbling to her shoulders as he liked it best. And ignored her curse of annoyance. “I was particularly intrigued by her idea of creating a display of the history and progress,” he went on, “with its social, religious, and political underlayment, of the Italian Renaissance.”
“Were you?” she murmured. “Were you really?”
“I was riveted.” He picked up her hand to toy with her fingers and noted she’d taken off the ring he’d put there. The fact that the lack of it caused his brows to draw together in annoyance was something to ponder later. “I was struck by her vision of this showing, and by the idea of arranging a similar display, after the three-month period, in my own gallery in New York.”
“I see. A partnership.”
“Exactly. We were of one mind, and during the preliminary stages of discussion, you brought up the idea of holding a fund-raiser at the Institute, benefiting the NEA. As Boldari Galleries are staunch supporters of the organization, I was caught. It was very clever of you to dangle that lure.”
“Yes,” she murmured, “wasn’t it?”
“I’m ready to move forward on this mutual project at the earliest possible date, but having been told that Dr. Jones is on a leave of absence, I’m quite concerned. I can’t possibly work with anyone else. The delay has led me to consider working with the Art Institute in Chicago instead.”
“She won’t care for that.”
“I didn’t think she would.” He nipped the pins out of her hand before she could bundle her hair back up, and carelessly tossed them over his shoulder.
“Damn it, Ryan—”
“Don’t interrupt. We need you back inside the Institute. We need whoever’s behind the forgeries to know you’re back on the job. Then once we’ve got everything in place, we need everyone who was connected to the two bronzes here, together, in one spot.”
“You may very well be able to manage the first. A display such as the one you’re describing would be very prestigious.”
She would have gotten up to retrieve the pins, but he was playing with her hair again, watching her face as he gathered it, twined it. “Um. My mother appreciates the power of prestige. Obviously the second part would be a given after that. But I don’t know how you expect to manage the last of it.”
“I’ll tell you.” He grinned and leaned over to flick a finger down her cheek. “We’re going to throw a hell of a party.”
“A party? The fund-raiser?”
“That’s right.” He rose and began poking around on her shelves, in her drawers. “And we’re going to have it in Giovanni’s name, a kind of memorial.”
“Giovanni.” It turned her blood cold. “You’d use him for this? He’s dead.”
“You can’t change that, Miranda. But we’ll arrange it so that whoever killed him comes. And we’ll be one step closer to the bronzes.”
“I don’t understand you.”
“I’m working out the details. Don’t you have a sketch pad?”
“Yes, of course.” Wavering between irritation and confusion, she rose and took one from a filing cabinet.
“I should have known. Well, bring it along, get yourself a couple of pencils.”
“Bring it along where?”
“To the back porch. You can sit and sketch your garden while I make some phone calls.”
“You expect me to sketch a garden while all this is going on?”
“It’ll relax you.” He chose some pencils from her desk, tucked them in his shirt pocket, picked up her glasses, tucked them in hers. “And you’ll plant a better one if you know what you want to look at.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her out of the room.
“When did you come up with all this?”
“Last night. Couldn’t sleep. We’re spinning wheels, when we need action. We’ve been letting someone else run the show, and we’ve got to start pushing the buttons.”
“That’s all very interesting and metaphorical, Ryan, but holding a fund-raiser in Giovanni’s name won’t guarantee his killer will show. And it certainly doesn’t put the bronzes in our hands.”
“One step at a time, baby. You going to be warm enough?”
“Don’t fuss. Sitting outside and sketching isn’t going to relax me. If we’re going to pull off this display, I should be working on that.”
“You’ll be putting your nose to the grindstone soon enough.”
Resigned, she stepped out on the porch. April had decided to make its entrance gently, bowing in balmy breezes and sunny skies. It could change, she knew, in a surprising instant to wet spring snow and high winds. It was part of the appeal, she supposed, the caprices of coastal weather.
“Just sit.” He gave her a brotherly kiss on the brow. “I’ll handle this part.”
“Well then, I just won’t worry my pretty little head.”
He laughed and took out his cell phone. “The only thing little about you, Dr. Jones, is your tolerance level. But somehow I find that alluring. What’s your mother’s number?”
She adjusted her thoughts, accepted that he was innately skilled at arousing and annoying—often simultaneously. “That’s her home number,” she told him after she’d recited it. “With the time difference, that’s most likely where you’ll find her.”
As he punched it in, she looked out over the lawn. He would charm Elizabeth, Miranda decided. His talent with women was inarguable, and something it didn’t suit her to consider too deeply. He would know just how to appeal to Elizabeth, as he’d known just how to appeal to her daughter. With enough time, she doubted there was a woman on the planet he couldn’t convince to eat the menu selection of his choice right out of his talented hands.
She sighed, hearing the way his voice flowed over her mother’s name as the connection was made. Then she blocked it out.
The shattering blue of the sky, the glimpses of sea and rock that sparkled under the sun only made her lawn look shabbier. She could see the paint peeling on the porch rail, and winter-browned weeds poking up through the chipped surface of the flagstones that formed a walkway to the cliffs.
Her grandmother had tended the house and the grounds as a mother tends beloved children, she remembered. Now she and Andrew had let it go, ignoring the small details, shrugging off what they considered the more tedious responsibilities.
Major repairs and maintenance were simple. You just hired someone to deal with it. She didn’t think either she or Andrew had ever mowed their own lawn, raked leaves, pruned a bush, or yanked a weed.
It would be a good change, she thought. Something they could share. The manual labor, the satisfaction of seeing the improvements would be good therapy for him. And, she decided, for her. One way or another, the cycle her life was in just now would end. When it did, she would need something to fill the hole.
Casting her mind back, she tried to remember how the side garden had looked when she was a child and her grandmother had still been fit and well enough to tend it.
Tall spiky flowers, she recalled, with deep purple and deep red blooms. Something butter yellow and daisylike in a flower with stems that bent gracefully under the weight. Her pencil began to move as she brought it back into her mind. Clumps of green with a slender stem shooting up and ending with an upturned white cup. There was a scent too, from flowers that looked something like carnations with red and white blooms and a strong spicy fragrance.
Others with rich blue trumpets. Yes, and snapdragons. She was ridiculously thrilled she finally put a name to a variety.
While Ryan made his pitch on the phone to the mother, he watched the daughter. She was relaxing, he noted, smiling a little as she drew. Fast sketching, the kind that took innate talent and a good eye.
Her hair was tousled, her fingers long, the nails neat, short, and unpainted. She’d taken her glasses out of her pocket and put them on. Her sweater bagged at the shoulders, her trousers were the color of putty.
He thought she was the most stunning woman he’d ever seen.
And because thinking that, he lost his thread, he turned away and wandered to the far end of the porch.
“Please, call me Ryan. I hope I may call you Elizabeth. I’m sure you know just how brilliant and how delightful your daughter is, but I must tell you what a tremendous impression she made on me. When I learned she’d taken a leave of absence, well, disappointed is a mild term.”
He listened for a moment, smiling to himself. He wondered if Miranda was aware her voice had that same upper-crust pitch when she was trying to disguise annoyance.
“Oh yes, I have no doubt there are members of the staff at the Institute who could take the basic idea and implement it. But I’m not interested in working with the second line. Although Lois Berenski at the Chicago Art Institute—you know Lois, I assume. . . . Yes. She’s very competent and quite interested in this proposal. I’ve promised to get back to her within forty-eight hours, which is why I’m taking the liberty of bothering you at home. My preference is the Institute and Miranda, but if this can’t be accomplished before my deadline, I’ll have to . . .”
He trailed off, grinning openly now as Elizabeth began a hard sell. Getting comfortable, he swung a leg over the rail, straddling it while he let his gaze sweep the coast, watch the gulls swoop, and allowed Elizabeth to wheel and deal until she gave him exactly what he wanted.
It took forty minutes, during which time he wandered into the kitchen, made himself a small snack plate of crackers, cheese, and olives, and carried it back outside. When it was done, he and Elizabeth had agreed to have drinks the evening before the gala—he was calling it a gala now—and raise a toast to their mutual project.
He hung up, popped an olive in his mouth. “Miranda?”
She was still sketching, well into her third angle on her proposed garden. “Hmmm.”
“Answer the phone.”
“What?” She glanced up, vaguely annoyed with the interruption. “The phone’s not ringing.”
He winked. “Wait for it,” he told her, then grinned when the kitchen phone pealed. “That’ll be your mother. If I were you, I’d act surprised—and just a little reluctant.”
“She agreed?”
“Answer the phone, and find out.”
She was already leaping up, dashing into the house to snatch the phone off the hook. “Hello? . . . Hello, Mother.” She pressed a hand to her speeding heart and listened.
It came as a demand, but that was to be expected. More, it was outlined as a fait accompli. Her leave was to be terminated, immediately, and she was to contact the Boldari Gallery and make arrangements to proceed. Her schedule was to be adjusted, this was to be priority, and the display would be conceived, planned, erected, and completed the second weekend in May.
“That’s barely a month. How—”
“I realize it’s a short amount of time for something of this scope, but Mr. Boldari has other commitments and conflicts. He’ll work with Andrew of the publicity for the gala, with Vincente pitching in. Your only concern for the next four weeks is the display. He expects a great deal from you, Miranda, and so do I. Is that understood?”
“Of course.” Absently she slipped off her glasses, hung them by the earpiece in her pocket. “I’ll start right away. Giovanni—”
“The service was very lovely. His family appreciated the flowers. I’ll be in close touch with you on this matter, Miranda, and expect to arrange my schedule to come in the first week of May, if possible, to supervise the final touches. Be sure to send me the proper reports.”
“You’ll get everything. Goodbye. . . . It’s done,” Miranda murmured as she replaced the receiver. “Just like that.”
“I didn’t mention Giovanni,” Ryan told her. “That can’t come from me. You’ll have the idea for this tomorrow, and after running it by me and securing my agreement, you’ll send her a memo.”
He set his plate on the counter, chose a cracker for her and topped it with cheese. “Out of that will come the notion that all key staff members from all Jones organizations will attend the event in a show of unity, support, and respect.”
“They’ll come,” she murmured. “My mother will see to it. But I don’t see what good this does.”
“Logistics. Everyone connected in one place, at one time.” He smiled and ate another cube of cheese. “I’m looking forward to it.”
“I have to get to work.” She pushed both hands through her hair. “I have an exhibit to design.”
“I’ll be flying in from New York tomorrow.”
She paused at the doorway and glanced back. “Oh, will you?”
“Yes. Morning flight. It’s going to be a pleasure to see you again, Dr. Jones.”
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“I
t’s good to have you back.” Lori set a steaming cup of coffee on Miranda’s desk.
“I hope you feel that way by the end of the week. I’m about to run you ragged.”
“I can handle it.” Lori touched a hand to Miranda’s arm. “I’m so sorry about Giovanni. I know you were friends. We all liked him so much.”
“I know.” His blood’s on your hands. “He’ll be missed. I need to work, Lori, to dive in.”
“All right.” She walked to a chair, poised her pencil over her notebook. “Where do we start?”
Deal with what needs to be done, Miranda told herself. One step at a time. “Set up meetings with carpentry—get Drubeck. He did good work on the Flemish display a couple of years ago. I need to talk to legal, to contracts, and we’ll need to pull someone out of research. I want someone who can check data quickly. I’ll need ninety minutes with Andrew, and I want to be notified the moment Mr. Boldari arrives. Arrange for lunch to be set up in the VIP lounge—make it for one o’clock and see if Andrew can join us. Check with restoration. I want to know when works in progress of our era will be completed. And invite Mrs. Collingsforth to be my guest any day this week for tea—again we’ll use the VIP lounge.”
“Going after her collection?”
The avaricious look sharpened Miranda’s eyes. “I think I can convince her she’d enjoy seeing her paintings in this showing, with a nice, tasteful brass plaque saying ‘on loan from the collection of.’ ”
And if she couldn’t convince Mrs. Collingsforth, Miranda thought, she’d sic Ryan on her.
“I’ll need measurements of the South Gallery. If they aren’t on record here, get me a tape measure. I want them today. Oh, and I want to see a decorator.”
Lori’s busy pencil paused. “A decorator?”
“I have an idea for . . . atmosphere. I need someone inventive, efficient, and who knows how to take orders instead of giving them.” Miranda drummed her fingers. Oh yes, she knew what she wanted, right down to the last inch of fringe. “I’ll need a drawing board in here, and one delivered to my home. Send a memo to Andrew, requesting that I be copied on all steps of the publicity and all conceptions for the fund-raiser. Mr. Boldari is to be put through at any time and is to be accommodated in his wishes whenever possible.”
“Of course.”
“I’ll need to talk to security.”
“Check.”
“In four weeks, ask me for a raise.”
Lori’s lips curved. “Double check.”
“Let’s get started.”
“One thing.” Lori flipped her book closed. “You had a message on your machine. I left it on. It was in Italian, so most of it was lost on me.”
She rose, moved over to click back the counter on Miranda’s machine, punched it in. Immediately there was a flood of excited, emotional Italian. Mildly irritated, Miranda stopped the recording and began again with her mind adjusted to translate.
Dr. Jones, I must speak with you. I try to reach you here. There is no one else who will believe me. I am Rinaldi, Carlo Rinaldi. I found the lady. I held her. I know she is real. You know this is true. The papers, they said you believed in her. No one will listen to me. No one pays attention to a man like me. But you, you are important. You are a scientist. They will listen to you. Please, you will call me. We will talk. We know what we know. It must be proven. No one listens. Your mother, she tosses me out of her office. Tosses me out like a beggar or a thief. The government, they think I help make a fraud. This is a lie. A terrible lie. You know this is a lie. Please, we will tell everyone the truth.
He recited a phone number, twice, and repeated his plea.
And now he was dead, Miranda thought as the message ended. He’d asked her for help, but she hadn’t been there. Now he was dead.
“What was it?” Concerned by the devastated look on Miranda’s face, Lori reached out to touch her arm. “My Italian’s limited to pasta orders. Is it bad news?”
“No,” Miranda murmured. “It’s old news, and I was too late.”
She clicked the delete button but she knew the message from the dead would play in her mind for a long time.
 
It was good to be back in the saddle, to have specific tasks and goals. Ryan had been right about that, she decided. She’d needed action.
She was in restoration, checking out the progress of the Bronzino personally, when John Carter came in.
“Miranda. I’ve been trying to track you down. Welcome back.”
“Thanks, John, it’s good to be back.”
He removed his glasses, polished them on his lab coat. “It’s terrible about Giovanni. I can’t take it in.”
She had a flash, the sprawled body, the staring eyes, blood. “I know. He had a lot of friends here.”
“I had to make the announcement yesterday. The lab’s like a morgue.” He puffed out his cheeks, blew out a breath. “I’m going to miss the way he’d perk things up whenever he came in for a few days. Anyway, we all wanted to do something. We came up with a few ideas, but the one everyone liked best was having a tree planted in the park. A lot of us take our lunch break there in good weather, and we thought it would make a nice memorial.”
“I think that’s lovely, John. Something he would have liked very much.”
“I wanted to clear it with you first. You’re still lab director.”
“Consider it cleared. I hope the fact that I’m management doesn’t mean I can’t contribute to the fund.”
“Everybody knows you were friends—that comes first.”
“You, ah, spent time with him when he came here, and whenever you went over to Standjo.”
“Yeah, he used to say I was a branch in the mud.” Carter smiled wistfully. “He meant stick, but I got such a kick out of it, I never corrected him. He’d talk me into going out and sharing a bottle of wine or a meal. He’d say how he was getting me out of my rut, how he’d teach me to flirt with the pretty girls. Then he’d ask to see the latest pictures of my kids.”
His voice thickened, his eyes glistened with moisture before he turned away and cleared his throat. “So I’ll, ah, arrange for the tree.”
“Yes, thank you, John.” She turned away herself, ashamed that she’d let Ryan’s suspicions lure her into probing into the man’s grief.
“Meanwhile, um, I hope you’ll get back to the lab soon. You’re missed.”
“I’ll be swinging through, but I’ve got a priority project for the next few weeks.”
“New Renaissance display.” He managed a smile again when she looked back at him. “If you could tap the grapevine around here, you’d have a hell of a potent wine. A major exhibit like that’s just what we need after the bad taste we’ve got in our mouths over the break-in. Nice thinking.”
“Yes, we’ll . . .” She trailed off, spotting Detective Cook as he wandered in. “Sorry, John, I’d better deal with this.”
  
“Yeah. . . . I don’t know why.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “He makes me nervous. Looks like he suspects everybody of doing something.”
With barely a nod for Cook, he scurried out, his dusty shoes scarcely making a sound.
“Detective? What can I do for you?”
“This is some setup you’ve got here, Dr. Jones.” Rather than take out what he thought of as his close-up glasses, he squinted at the painting. “That’s the real thing, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it’s a Bronzino. Sixteenth-century Italian Renaissance artist. The Institute is very pleased to have it. The owners have agreed to lend it to us for display.”
“Mind if I ask what she’s doing there?”
The restorer barely glanced at him, giving him one flick of a look from behind her magnifying goggles. “The painting was part of a collection, long neglected, of a recluse in Georgia,” Miranda said. “This piece, as well as several others, suffered some damage—dirt, damp, direct sunlight for an unfortunate period of time. It’s been cleaned. In itself that’s a slow, careful process. We can’t risk damaging the work, so it takes a great deal of time and skill. Now we’re attempting to repair some damage to the paint. We use only ingredients which would have been available when the painting was created, so as to preserve its integrity. This takes research, talent, and patience. If we’ve done our job, the painting will be as it was when the artist finished it.”
“A lot like police work,” he commented.
“Is it?”
“It’s a slow, careful process—you can’t risk damaging the case. You only use information that comes through it. It takes research, a kind of talent,” he said with a ghost of a smile. “And a hell of a lot of patience. You do it right, you got the whole picture when you’re done.”
“A very interesting analogy, Detective.” And one that made her incredibly nervous. “And are you getting the whole picture?”
“Just bits and pieces, Dr. Jones. Just bits and pieces.” He dug around in his pocket and came up with an open pack of Juicy Fruit. “Gum?”
  
“No, thank you.”
“Quit smoking.” He took out a piece, carefully unwrapped it and put the paper and the foil into his pocket again. “Still driving me nuts. Got this patch on, but it’s not all it’s cracked up to be, let me tell you. You smoke?”
“No, I don’t.”
“Smart girl. Me, I used to suck down two packs a day. Then it got to be you can’t smoke here, you can’t smoke there. You’re catching a couple drags in some closet or going outside in the rain. Makes you feel like a criminal.” He smiled again.
Miranda barely resisted shifting her feet, and instead imagined herself tapping her foot, snapping her fingers. “I’m sure it’s a difficult habit to break.”
“An addiction’s what it is. It’s a hard thing to face up to, an addiction. It can take over your life, make you do things you wouldn’t do otherwise.”
He knew about Andrew’s drinking. She could see it in his eyes, and thought he wanted her to see it. “I never smoked,” she said flatly. “Would you like to go to my office?”
“No, no, I won’t keep you long.” He drew a breath of air that smelled of paint and turpentine and commercial cleaner. “Didn’t think I’d run into you at all, since I’d been told you were out on leave. Took a little vacation?”
She started to agree. She wasn’t sure if it was instinct or simple fear that stopped her. “I’m sure you’re aware that I was told to take leave, Detective, due to the break-in here, and some difficulties that came out of my trip to Florence last month.”
She was quick, he thought, and not easily tripped. “I heard something about it. Another bronze piece, right? You had some trouble authenticating it.”
“I don’t think so. Others do.” She moved away from the painting, well aware ears were pricked.
“It caused you some trouble anyway. Two bronzes. Funny, don’t you think?”
“There’s nothing funny to me about having my reputation on the line.”
  
“I can understand that. Still, you only had to stay out a few days.”
This time she didn’t even hesitate. “It would have been longer, but we’re beginning an important project that falls into my specific field of knowledge.”
“Somebody mentioned that to me. And I heard about your man in Italy. The murder. That’s a rough one.”
Distress came into her eyes, made her look away. “He was a friend. A good one.”
“Got any idea who’d take him out that way?”
She looked back now, coldly. “Detective Cook, if I knew who had crushed my friend’s skull, I’d be in Florence, talking to the police.”
Cook moved the gum to the other side of his mouth with his tongue. “I didn’t know they’d released the fractured skull.”
“My mother was informed,” she said in the same chilly voice, “as was Giovanni’s family.” She could only pray that was true. “Are you investigating his murder, or our burglary?”
“Just curious. Cops are curious.” He spread his hands. “I came in because your brother’s got a theory on how maybe the two incidents are connected.”
“Yes, he told me. Do you see a connection?”
“Sometimes you don’t see it until you’re on top of it. You also authenticated the, ah . . .” He took out his notebook, flipped through as if to refresh his memory. “Bronze David, sixteenth century, in the style of Leonardo.”
Though she felt her palms go damp, she resisted rubbing them on her trousers. “That’s correct.”
“Nobody can seem to lay their hands on the paperwork for that, the reports, documents, pictures.”
“Andrew told me that as well. I can only assume the thief took the authenticating documents as well as the bronze.”
“That makes sense, but he’d have to know just where to look, wouldn’t he? Camera blips only put him inside for . . .” He flipped pages again. “About ten minutes. He’d have to be fast as greased lightning to have added a trip to the lab for records. I did the route at a fast walk myself. Takes a full minute. That doesn’t seem like much, but when you put it into an eight-to-ten-minute time span, it’s a chunk.”
She couldn’t afford to allow her gaze to waver, her voice to weaken. “All I can tell you is the records were filed, and now they’re missing, as is the bronze.”
“You have many people work alone here at night, after hours? Like your friend in Florence.”
“Occasionally, though it would only be senior staff. Security wouldn’t allow anyone else entrance once the building was closed.”
“Like you and your brother coming in the week after the burglary.”
“Excuse me?”
“I got a statement here from your night security. He says that on March twenty-three, about two-thirty A.M., you called in and informed him you and Dr. Andrew Jones were coming in to do some lab work. Would that be accurate?”
“I wouldn’t argue with it.”
“That’s late hours you keep.”
“Not habitually.” Her heart was stampeding in her chest, but her hands were steady enough as she realigned a loosened pin in her hair. “We decided to come in and get some work done while it was quiet. Is that a problem, Detective?”
“Not for me. Just keeping it tidy.” He tucked his notebook away, scanned the room again. “You know, it’s hard to find a paper clip out of place here. You and your brother run a tidy, organized place.”
“At home he leaves his socks on the living room floor and never puts his keys in the same place twice.” Was she getting too good at this? she wondered. Was she, in some nasty little way, actually starting to enjoy dancing with a cop?
“I bet you do—keep everything in its place, I mean. I bet you put everything in the same place every time. A routine, a habit.”
“You could call it an addiction.” Yes, she realized, in some small way she was enjoying it. Enjoying the fact that she was holding her own. “Detective, I have an appointment very soon, and I’m pressed for time.”
“Didn’t mean to keep you so long. Appreciate the time, and the explanation,” he added, gesturing toward the painting. “Looks like an awful lot of work. Almost be easier to paint the whole thing over again.”
“Then it wouldn’t be a Bronzino.”
“A lot of people wouldn’t know the difference. You would.” He nodded at her. “I bet you could spot a forgery just by eyeballing it.”
She wondered if the blood had drained from her face or if it merely seemed that way. He’d gotten so close, and so quickly, while she’d been smugly congratulating herself on playing her part to perfection.
“Not always. A visual study isn’t, can’t be conclusive if the fake is well executed. It takes laboratory tests.”
“Like the ones you run here, the ones you were doing in Florence last month.”
“Yes, exactly like those.” The sweat that ran in a thin trail down her back was ice cold. “If you have an interest, I can arrange a demonstration. But not at the moment,” she said with a glance at her watch. “I really—” She broke off, swamped by a war of relief and nerves when Ryan came through the door.
“Miranda. How nice to see you again. Your assistant said I might find you here.” Butter smooth, he took her hand, brought it to his lips. “I’m sorry, I’m a bit late. Traffic.”
“That’s all right.” She heard the words but couldn’t feel her own mouth move. “I’ve been tied up for a while. Detective Cook—”
“Oh yes, we met, didn’t we?” Ryan offered a hand. “The morning after the burglary here. Has there been any progress?”
“We’re working on it.”
“I’m sure you are. I don’t mean to interrupt. Shall I wait for you in your office, Miranda?”
“Yes. No. Are we finished for now, Detective?”
  
“Yes, ma’am. I’m glad to hear you’re not put off by the theft here, Mr. Boldari. Not everyone would loan a gallery all that art after its security was breached.”
“I have every confidence in Dr. Jones, and the Institute. I’m sure my property will be well protected.”
“Still, it wouldn’t hurt to add on a few men.”
“It’s being done,” Miranda told Cook.
“I could give you the names of a couple of good cops who moonlight in private security.”
“That’s very kind of you. You could give the names to my assistant.”
“No problem, Dr. Jones. Mr. Boldari.” There was something between those two, Cook thought as he headed out the door. Maybe it was just sex. And maybe it was something else.
And there was something, a definite something, about Boldari. Maybe everything about him checked out neat as pins in a cushion, but there was something.
“Ryan—”
He cut Miranda off with an almost undetectable shake of the head. “I’m sorry you haven’t recovered your property.”
“We, ah, haven’t given up on it. I’ve arranged for lunch in our VIP lounge. I thought that would give us time to go over some of the plans for the exhibit.”
“Perfect.” He offered her his arm. “I’m anxious to hear your plans in more detail.” He walked her down the hall, up the stairs, keeping up inane chatter until they were safely alone in the small, elegant lounge. “Had he been grilling you for long?”
“It seemed like all my life. He talked about forgeries, wanted to know if I could detect one by just looking.”
“Really.” The table was already set for three, with appetizers of crackers and black olive pâté on hand. He spread one. “He’s a sharp cop, though the Columbo routine wears a little thin.”
“Columbo?”
“Lieutenant Columbo.” Ryan bit into the cracker. “Peter Falk, cheap cigar, rumpled trench coat.” When she only looked blank, he shook his head. “Your education in popular culture is sadly lacking. Doesn’t matter.” He waved it away. “He may actually be some help in all this before it’s over.”
“Ryan, if he makes the connection, if he pursues that angle, it could lead him to you. You’ve got the forgeries.”
“It won’t lead him to me, or to you. And in a month, give or take a few days, I won’t have the forgeries. I’ll have the originals. And we’ll both polish the smear off our reputations.”
She pressed her fingers to her eyes and tried to bring back that momentary sense of satisfaction she’d experienced. It just wasn’t there. “I don’t see how this is going to work.”
“You have to trust me, Dr. Jones. This is my particular field of expertise.” He gestured toward the place settings. “Who’s joining us?”
“Andrew.”
“You can’t tell him, Miranda.”
“I know.” She linked her hands together and came perilously close to wringing them. “He’s trying to get his life back. I’m not going to add to his stress by telling him I’m involved in planning a robbery.”
“If things go according to plan, it’ll be a burglary, and,” he added, taking her hands to soothe her nerves, “all we’re doing is taking back what was stolen. So why don’t we say you’re involved in planning a recovery?”
“That doesn’t make it less of a crime. That doesn’t make me feel less guilty when Cook gives me that hound-on-the-scent look and asks me about forgeries.”
“You handled him.”
“And I was starting to enjoy it,” she muttered. “I don’t know what’s happening to me. Every step I’m taking or planning to take is outside the law.”
“Inside, outside.” He gave a slight shrug. “The line shifts more often than you might think.”
“Not my line, Ryan. My line’s always been firmly dug in one place.” She turned away. “There was a message on my phone machine here. From Carlo Rinaldi.”
  
“Rinaldi?” He set down the cracker he’d just spread. “What did he want?”
“Help.” She squeezed her eyes shut. She wasn’t helping anyone, except possibly herself. What did that make her? “He asked me for help. No one believed him about the bronze. He must have gone to see my mother, because he said she tossed him out of her office. He said I was the only one who could help him prove the bronze was authentic.”
“And that’s what you’re going to do.”
“He’s dead, Ryan. He and Giovanni are dead. There’s nothing I can do to help them.”
“You’re not responsible for what happened to them. You’re not,” he insisted, turning her to face him. “Now ask yourself this . . .” He held her shoulders firmly, kept their gazes locked and on level. “Do you think either of them would want you to stop until you’ve finished? Until you’re able to prove the bronze is genuine? Until by proving that, you’re able to point the finger at whoever killed them?”
“I don’t know. I can’t know.” She drew in a breath, let it out slowly. “But I do know I can’t live with myself unless I do finish. One asked me for help, the other did me a favor. I can’t stop until I’ve finished.”
“The line’s shifted, Miranda. Whoever killed them drew it this time.”
“I want revenge.” She shut her eyes. “I keep waiting to feel ashamed of that, but I don’t. I can’t.”
“Darling, do you always question every human emotion you feel?”
“I suppose I’ve been feeling a lot more of them lately. It makes it difficult to think in a logical pattern.”
“You want to think in a logical pattern? I’ll help you. I want to hear your plans for the exhibition.”
“No you don’t.”
“Of course I do. The Boldari Gallery is lending you some very important pieces.” He lifted her hand to his lips. “I want to know what you intend to do with them. This is business.”
  
“Ryan—” She wasn’t sure what she wanted to say, and never had the chance to say it as Andrew opened the door and came in.
“Things are moving fast,” he commented, eyeing the way Ryan nibbled on his sister’s fingers.
“Hello, Andrew.” Ryan lowered Miranda’s hand, but kept it in his.
“Why don’t the two of you tell me what’s going on here?”
“Happy to. We decided to go ahead with our earlier plan for a cooperative loan between my gallery and your organization. Expanded on it. It has the benefit of raising a great deal of money for the NEA, and putting Miranda back where she belongs.”
Ryan turned to the table, lifted a glass pitcher and poured three glasses of water. “Your mother was very enthusiastic about the project.”
“Yeah, I’ve spoken with her.” Which partially explained his sour mood, he supposed. “She told me you called her from New York.”
“Did she?” With a smile, Ryan passed the glasses out. “I imagine she assumed that’s where I was. Why don’t we let her, and everyone else, go on assuming that? So much less complicated. Miranda and I prefer to keep our personal relationship private.”
“Then you shouldn’t stroll through the building holding hands. The gossip mill’s already chewing up the grist.”
“That’s not a problem for me—is that a problem for you?” he asked Miranda, then continued smoothly before she could speak. “Miranda was about to tell me her plans for the exhibit. I have some ideas of my own for that, and the gala. Why don’t we sit down and see what we can come up with?”
Deciding it was best, Miranda stepped between them. “This will be an important event for us, for me personally. I’m grateful that Ryan wants to go ahead with it. It got me back here, Andrew, and I need to be here. All that aside, an exhibit of this scope is something I’ve hoped to do for years. Which is one of the reasons I can move quickly on implementing it. It’s been in my head a long time.”
She laid a hand on his arm. “After what happened in Florence, Mother would never have given me this chance unless Ryan had demanded to work with me.”
“I know. Okay, I know. Maybe it just takes me longer to switch gears these days.”
“But you’re all right?”
“I haven’t had a drink. Day three,” he said with a thin smile. And two nights of sweats and shakes and desperation. “I don’t want to go there with you, Miranda.”
“Okay.” She let her hand drop. It seemed they both had their secrets now. “I’ll tell catering we’re ready for lunch.”
 
It isn’t fair, it isn’t right. She has no business being back, being in charge again. I won’t have her ruining my plans. I won’t allow it. Years I’ve waited, sacrificed. The Dark Lady is mine. She came to me, and in that sly smile I saw a kindred spirit, a mind that could wait and watch and plan and accumulate power like coins in a jar. And in that smile I saw, finally, the means to destroy all of my enemies. To take what was mine, what was always mine.
I had ruined her. I had done it.
The hand that wrote began to shake, used the pen like a blade to stab at the page in the diary, viciously, until the room was full of ragged breathing. Gradually all movement stopped, and the breathing became slow and deep and even, almost trancelike.
Control was slipping, sliding out of those competent fingers, leaking out of that strong and calculating mind. But it could still be wrenched back. The effort was painful, but it could still be done.
This is only a reprieve, a few weeks in the eye of the storm. I’ll find a way to make her pay, to make them all pay for what was denied me. The Dark Lady is still mine. We’ve killed together.
Miranda has the forgery. It’s the only explanation. The police don’t have the weapon. How unlike her, how bold of her to go to Florence, to find a way to steal the bronze. I hadn’t thought such actions were in her nature. So I didn’t anticipate, didn’t add the possibility into the equation.
I won’t make that mistake again.
Did she stand and stare down at Giovanni? Was there horror and fear in her eyes? Oh, I hope so. Is fear dogging her still, like a baying hound snapping at her heels?
It is, I know it is. She ran back to Maine. Does she look nervously over her shoulder even as she strides down the hallowed halls of the Institute? Does she know, somewhere inside, that her time is short?
Let her have her reprieve, let her bask in the power she’s done nothing to earn. It will be all the sweeter when she’s stripped of it once and for all.
I’d never planned to take her life as well. But plans change.
When she’s dead, her reputation devoured by scandal, I’ll weep at her grave. They will be tears of triumph.
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T
he false moustache itched and was probably unnecessary. As were the contacts that changed his eyes from brown to an indistinct hazel and the long blond wig he’d fashioned into a streaming ponytail. His face and any exposed skin had been carefully lightened, toning down the gold hue to the pale and pasty complexion of a man much happier out of the sun.
Three earrings glittered on his right earlobe, wire-framed glasses with tiny round rosy lenses were perched on his nose. He rather liked the bloom they gave everything.
He’d chosen his wardrobe with care. Tight, pegged red pants, a saffron silk shirt with flowing sleeves, black patent leather boots with small heels.
After all, he didn’t want to be subtle.
He looked like a desperately fashionable, fanatically artsy type just skirting the edge of reasonable taste. He’d seen enough of the breed in his career to know the right moves, the right speech patterns.
He checked his face in the rearview mirror of the mid-sized sedan he’d chosen from Rent-A-Wreck. The car hadn’t been a pleasure to drive, but it had gotten him the sixty-odd miles to Pine State Foundry. He had hopes it would get him back to the coast when he was finished.
He took his cheap, scarred faux-leather portfolio case out of the car with him. Inside were dozens of sketches—most of which he’d borrowed, so to speak, from Miranda.
The forgery of the David had to have been cast somewhere, he thought. Somewhere, due to time constraints, locally. And this was the closest foundry to the Institute. The one, his quick search of records indicated, the staff and students used habitually.
He took out a roll of peppermints and began chewing one as he studied the foundry. The place was a scar on the hillside, he decided. Ugly brick and metal jagging up, spreading out, with towers puffing smoke. He wondered how closely they skirted EPA regulations, then reminded himself that wasn’t his problem, or his mission.
Tossing his ponytail behind his back, he slung the strap of the portfolio over his shoulder and headed in the direction of a low metal building with dusty windows.
In the heeled boots, adding a little swish was a matter of course.
Inside was a long counter with metal shelves behind, stuffed with fat ring binders, plastic tubs filled with hooks and screws, and large metal objects that defied description. At the counter on a high stool, a woman sat paging through a copy of Good Housekeeping.
She glanced up at Ryan. Her eyebrows shot up instantly, her gaze skimmed up and down. The slight smirk wasn’t quite disguised. “What can I do for you?”
“I’m Francis Kowowski, a student at the New England Institute of Art History.”
Her tongue was in her cheek now. She caught the scent of him and thought of poppies. For God’s sake, what kind of man wanted to smell like poppies? “Is that so?”
“Yes.” He moved forward, letting eagerness come into his eyes. “Several of my classmates have had bronzes cast here. That’s my art. I’m a sculptor. I’ve just transferred to the Institute.”
“Aren’t you a little old to be a student?”
  
He worked up a flush. “I’ve only recently been able to afford to pursue . . . Financially, you see.” He looked miserable, embarrassed, and touched the clerk’s heart.
“Yeah, it’s rough. You got something you want cast?”
“I didn’t bring the model, just sketches. I want to be sure it’s forged just exactly to my specifications.” As if gaining confidence, he briskly opened the portfolio. “One of the other students told me about a small bronze that was done here—but he couldn’t remember who’d done the casting. This is a sketch of the piece. It’s David.”
“Like in Goliath, right?” She tilted her head, turning the sketch around. “This is really good. Did you draw it?”
“Yes.” He beamed at her. “I was hoping to find out who did the casting on this so I could make arrangements for him to do my work. It was about three years ago, though, according to my friend.”
“Three years?” She pursed her lips. “That’s going back a ways.”
“I know.” He tried the puppy look again. “It’s vitally important to me to find out. My friend said that the piece was beautifully done. The bronze was perfect—and whoever did the foundry work used a Renaissance formula, really knew his craft. The sculpture was like museum quality.”
He took out another sketch, showed her The Dark Lady. “I’ve worked desperately hard on this piece. It’s taken all my energies. Almost my life, if you can understand.” His eyes began to shine as she studied it.
“She’s great. Really great. You oughta be selling these drawings, kid. Seriously.”
“I make a little money doing portraits,” he mumbled. “It’s not what I want to do. It’s just to eat.”
“I bet you’re going to be a big success.”
“Thanks.” Delighted with her, he let tears swim into his eyes. “It’s been such a long haul already, so many disappointments. There are times you could just give up, just surrender, but somehow . . .”
He held up a hand as if overcome. Sympathetically, she popped a tissue out of a box and handed it to him.
  
“Thank you. I’m so sorry.” He dabbed delicately under his tinted lenses. “But I know I can do this. I have to do this. And for this bronze, I need the best you’ve got. I’ve saved enough money to pay whatever you charge, extra if I have to.”
“Don’t worry about extra.” She patted his hand, then turned to her computer terminal. “Three years back. Let’s see what we can find out. Odds are it was Whitesmith. He gets a lot of the work from students.”
She began to click and clack with inch-long red nails, and shot him a wink. “Let’s see if we can get you an A.”
“I appreciate this so much. When I was driving up here, I just knew this was going to be a special day for me. By the way, I just love your nails. That color is fabulous against your skin.”
It took less than ten minutes.
“I bet this is the one. Pete Whitesmith, just like I figured. He’s top of the line around here, and most anywhere else if you ask me. Did a job for this kid—I remember this kid. Harrison Mathers. He was pretty good too. Not as good as you,” she added, sending Ryan a maternal smile.
“Did he get a lot of work done here? Harrison, I mean.”
“Yeah, several pieces. Always hung around over Pete’s shoulder. Nervous kid. Here it shows a small bronze nude of David with sling. That’s the one.”
“That’s great. Amazing. Whitesmith. He still works here?”
“Sure, he’s a cornerstone. You go on over to the foundry. Tell Pete Babs said to treat you right.”
“I don’t know how to thank you.”
“How much would you charge to do a drawing of my kids?”
“For you, absolutely free.” He shined a smile at her.
 
“Sure I remember it.” Whitesmith mopped at his face under the bill of a stained blue cap. He had a face that should have been carved in granite, all blocky square and deep grooves. He was built like a bullet, broad at the base, narrow at the shoulders. His voice rose over the roar of furnaces, the hard clangs of metal.
“This was the piece?”
Whitesmith stared at the sketch Ryan showed him. “Yep. Harry was mighty particular about this one. Had the formula for the bronze written out—wanted me to add some lead so it’d cure faster, but otherwise it was an old formula. I’m coming up on break, let’s take this outside.”
Grateful, Ryan followed him out of the heat and noise.
“I’ve been casting for twenty-five years,” Whitesmith said, lighting his break Camel and blowing the smoke into the lightly chilled air. “I gotta say, that piece was a little gem. Ayah. One of my favorites.”
“You did others for him too?”
“Harry, sure. Four, maybe five in a couple-year period. This was the best of the lot, though. Knew we had something special when he brought in the mold and wax copy. Now that I think on it . . .” And he did, taking a long deep drag, blowing it out. “That was the last piece I did for him.”
“Was it?”
“Ayah. I don’t recollect seeing young Harry after that. Students at the Institute . . .” He shrugged his thin shoulders. “They come and they go.”
“Did he work with anybody else?”
“No, far as I know, I did all Harry’s casting. He was interested in the process. Not all the students give a hot damn about this end of it. Just what they think of as art.” He sneered a little. “Lemme tell you, pal, what I do is goddamn art. A good foundryman is an artist.”
“I couldn’t agree more. That’s why I was so desperate to find you—the artist who worked on this wonderful little David.”
“Yeah, well.” Obviously pleased, Whitesmith sucked in smoke. “Some of those artist types are snots, pure and simple sons of bitches. Figure a guy like me’s just a tool. I gotta be an artist and a scientist. You get a prize winning sculpture outta here, you got me to thank for it. Most don’t bother, though.”
  
“I knew a foundryman in Toledo.” Ryan sighed lustily. “I considered him a god. I hope Harrison was properly appreciative of your work.”
“He was okay.”
“I guess he used a flexible mold for the David.”
“Yeah, silicon. You gotta be careful there.” Whitesmith jabbed with his cigarette for emphasis, then nipped it between his thumb and forefingers and flicked it away in a long, high arch. “You can get distortions, shrinkage. But the kid knew his stuff. He went with the lost-wax method for the model. Me, I can work with all of them, wax, sand, plaster investment. Do the finishing and tool work if the client wants. And I stick with my work, all the way. Don’t like being rushed, either.”
“Oh, did Harry rush you?”
“On that last piece he was a pain in the ass sideways.” Whitesmith snorted through his nose. “You’da thought he was Leonardo da fucking Vinci on deadline.” Then he shrugged. “Kid was okay. Had talent.”
Though it was a long shot, Ryan took out the sketch of The Dark Lady. “What do you think of her?”
Whitesmith pursed his lips. “Well now, that’s a sexy broad. Wouldn’t mind casting her. What are you using for her?”
A little knowledge, Ryan thought, could be a dangerous thing. Or it could be just enough. “Wax with a plaster investment.”
“Good. We can work fine with that. Fire the plaster right here too. You don’t want air bubbles in that wax, ace.”
“No indeed.” Ryan slipped the sketch away again. The man was too solid, he thought, too cooperative to be involved. “So did Harry ever come around with anyone?”
“Not that I recollect.” Whitesmith’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”
“Oh, I just wondered if the friend who told me about the piece, and you, ever came by with him. He spoke so highly of your work.”
“Ayah, and who’d that be?”
“James Crispin,” Ryan improvised. “He’s a painter, so he wouldn’t have come around unless he was hanging with Harry. I’ve researched the formula,” he added. “If I bring it in along with the wax cast and mold, you’ll do the work?”
“That’s what we’re here for.”
“I appreciate it.” Ryan held out a hand. “And I’ll be in touch.”
“I like the look of your lady there,” Whitesmith added, with a nod toward Ryan’s portfolio as he turned back to the foundry door. “Don’t get the chance to work on anything that classy often. I’ll treat her right.”
“Thanks.” Whistling lightly, Ryan walked back toward the car. He was congratulating himself on an easy and successful morning’s work when another car pulled into the lot.
Cook got out, stretched his back, gave Ryan a mild stare.
“Morning.”
Ryan nodded, adjusted his pretty rose-colored glasses and slid behind the wheel of his rented car while Cook walked to the offices.
Close, very close, Ryan thought. But there’d been no flicker of recognition in those cop eyes. For now, he was still one short step ahead.
 
Once he was back in the house by the cliffs, he removed the moustache, took off the wig, gratefully blinked out the contacts. The precaution had been necessary after all, he thought as he happily removed the ridiculous shirt.
Apparently Cook had forgery on the brain.
That was fine. When the job was over, having Cook’s investigation slanted toward most of the truth would be an advantage.
Now it was only mildly unnerving.
He removed the makeup from his face, throat, and hands, brewed a pot of coffee, and settled down to work.
There were eight students who’d used the foundry in those critical two weeks. He’d already eliminated three off the top, as their projects had been too large.
Now thanks to good old Babs and Pete, he had the one he wanted. It didn’t take much time to go back into the records he’d already accessed from the Institute. And there he found Harry’s class during that final semester. Renaissance Bronzes, The Human Form.
And Miranda had taught the course.
He hadn’t figured that, he realized. He’d wanted to see another name. Carter’s, Andrew’s, anyone he could concentrate on uncovering. Then he realized he should have expected it. The David had been hers, The Dark Lady had been hers. She was the key, the core, and he was beginning to believe she was the reason.
One of her students had cast a bronze David. The bronze David, Ryan had no doubt.
He skimmed further, calling up final grades. She was tough, he thought with a smile. Miranda didn’t hand out A’s like candy. Only four out of her twenty students had rated one, with the edge slanted heavily toward B’s, a scatter of C’s.
And one Incomplete.
Harrison K. Mathers. Incomplete, no final project. Class dropped.
Now why would you do that, Harrison K., Ryan wondered, when you went to the trouble to have a bronze figure cast ten days before the due date, unless you’d never intended to worry about the grade?
He looked up Mathers’s records, noted that he’d attended twelve classes at the Institute over a two-year period. His grades were admirable . . . until the last semester, when they took a sharp nosedive.
Taking out his cell phone, he dialed the number listed under Harrison’s personal information.
“Hello?”
“Yes, this is Dennis Seaworth in student records from the New England Institute. I’m trying to reach Harrison Mathers.”
“This is Mrs. Mathers, his mother. Harry doesn’t live here anymore.”
“Oh, I see. We’re doing an update on our students, trying to gather input for next year’s classes. I wonder if you could put me in touch with him.”
“He moved out to California.” She sounded weary. “He never finished his classes at the Institute.”
“Yes, we have those records. We’re hoping to discover if and why any of our former students were dissatisfied with the program here.”
“If you find out, tell me. He was doing so well there. He loved it.”
“That’s good to know. If I could talk to him?”
“Sure.” She recited a number with a San Francisco area code.
Ryan dialed the West Coast number and was told by a recording the number had been disconnected.
Well, he thought, a trip to California would give him a chance to see his brother Michael.
 
“Harrison Mathers.”
With the most recent plans for the exhibit still crowded in her head, Miranda frowned at Ryan. “Yes?”
“Harrison Mathers,” he repeated. “Tell me about him.”
She slipped out of her jacket, hung it in the foyer closet. “Do I know a Harrison Mathers?”
“He was a student of yours a few years ago.”
“You’ll have to give me more than a name, Ryan. I’ve had hundreds of students.”
“You taught him a course on Renaissance bronzes three years ago. He got an Incomplete.”
“An Incomplete?” She struggled to reorder her thoughts. “Harry.” It came back to her with both pleasure and regret. “Yes, he took that course. He’d been studying at the Institute for several years, I think. He was talented, very bright. He started out with me very well, both in papers and in sketching.”
She circled her neck as she walked into the parlor. “I remember he started to miss class, or come in looking as if he’d been up all night. He was distracted, his work suffered.”
“Drugs?”
  
“I don’t know. Drugs, family problems, a girl.” She moved her shoulders dismissively. “He was only nineteen or twenty, it could have been a dozen things. I did talk to him, warn him that he needed to concentrate on his work. It improved, but not a great deal. Then he stopped coming in, just before the end of the course. He never turned in his final project.”
“He had one cast. At the Pine State Foundry the second week in May. A bronze figure.”
She stared, then lowered herself into a chair. “Are you trying to tell me he’s involved in this?”
“I’m telling you he had a figure cast, a figure of David with sling. A project he never turned in. He was there while the David was being tested, and he dropped out shortly after. Was he ever in the lab?”
The sick and uneasy rolling was back in her stomach. She remembered Harry Mathers. Not well, not clearly, but well enough for it to hurt. “The entire class would have been taken through the lab. Any student is taken through the labs, restoration, research. It’s part of the program.”
“Who’d he hang with?”
“I don’t know. I don’t get involved in my students’ personal lives. I only remember him as clearly as I do because he had genuine talent and he seemed to waste it at the end.”
She felt the beginnings of a headache creep in behind her eyes. Oddly enough, for hours that day she’d forgotten everything but the exhibit—the thrill of the planning. “Ryan, he was a boy. He couldn’t have been behind a forgery like this.”
“When I was twenty I stole a thirteenth-century Madonna mosaic from a private collection in Westchester, then went out and had pizza with Alice Mary Grimaldi.”
“How can you possibly brag about something like that?”
“I’m not bragging, Miranda. I’m stating a fact, and pointing out that age has nothing to do with certain types of behavior. Now if I wanted to brag, I’d tell you about the T’ang horse I stole from the Met a few years back. But I won’t,” he added. “Because it upsets you.”
  
She only stared at him. “Is that your way of trying to lighten the mood?”
“Didn’t work, did it?” And because she suddenly looked so tired, he walked over to take the bottle of white wine he’d already opened, and poured her a glass. “Try this instead.”
Instead of drinking, she passed the glass from hand to hand. “How did you find out about Harry?”
“Just basic research, a short field trip.” The unhappy look that came into her eyes distracted him. He sat on the arm of the chair and began to rub her neck and shoulders. “I’ve got to go out of town for a few days.”
“What? Where?”
“New York. There are some details I have to deal with, several of which involve the transport of the pieces for this exhibit. I also need to go out to San Francisco and find your young Harry.”
“He’s in San Francisco?”
“According to his mama, but his phone’s been disconnected.”
“You found all this out today?”
“You’ve got your work, I’ve got mine. How’s yours coming?”
She ran her hands nervously through her hair. Those thief’s fingers were magic and were loosening muscles she hadn’t realized were knotted. “I—I chose some fabric for drapings, and worked with the carpenter on some platforms. The invitations came in today. I approved them.”
“Good, we’re on schedule.”
“When are you leaving?”
“First thing in the morning. I’ll be back in a week or so. And I’ll keep in touch.” Because he could feel her begin to relax, he played with her hair. “You might want to see if Andrew will move back in so you’re not alone.”
“I don’t mind being alone.”
“I mind.” He picked her up, slid into the chair, and settled her on his lap. Since she wasn’t going to drink it, he took the glass of wine out of her hand and set it aside. “But since he’s not here at the moment . . .” He cupped the back of her neck and brought her mouth to his.
He’d meant to leave it at that, a kiss, a nuzzle, a quiet moment. But the taste of her was warmer than he’d expected. The morning-in-the-woods scent of her skin more provocative than it should have been. He found himself nipping his teeth into that soft lower lip, licking at the little ache as she shivered once.
And when her arms tightened around him and her mouth moved urgently under his, he lost himself, slipped into her, surrounded himself with her.
Curves, lines, scent, flavors.
His busy hands unfastened the buttons of her blouse, skimmed under to bare those shoulders, to trace hypnotically over the swell of her breasts.
Sighs, moans, shudders.
“I can’t get enough of you.” His words were more irritated than pleased. “I always think I have, then I only have to see you to want you.”
And no one had ever wanted her like this. She felt herself falling, deep, deeper, into the rippling warm waters of a wide well of sensation. Just feelings, no thoughts, no reason. Just needs, basic as breath.
His fingers played over her breasts, silky bird wings of motion. His tongue followed them as he shifted her, nudging her up until his mouth could close hotly over her so that the echoing tug low in her belly mirrored the aches. He caught her nipple in his teeth, a light bite, a small exquisite pain.
Willing, eager, she arched back, giving herself to him, to the moment, delighting in his single focus.
To feed on her.
Just as intent, she took her hands over him, stroking, sliding, seeking, finding her way under his shirt to flesh. Sampling that flesh and feeding herself as they rolled from the chair to the rug.
Her legs parted, trapping him in that erotic V, her hips arched so that heat pressed against heat, each movement tormenting them both.
He needed to be in her, to fill her, to bury himself in her. The primal need to possess, to be possessed, had them both grappling with clothes, gasping for air as they tumbled over the floor.
Then she was astride him, her body bent forward, her palms pressed to his chest so their mouths could tangle again. Slowly, slowly, he lifted her hips. Their eyes locked, both dark and glazed. Finally, finally, she lowered herself to him, took him in, held him there with muscles clamped and trembling.
Then she rode, body arched back, hair flowing like wild red rain over her shoulders, her eyes narrowed to slits as pleasure overwhelmed. Speed ruled now. Here was energy, electric waves of power that swam into the blood, whipped at the heart, fueled the body to bursting.
Faster, harder, deeper, with his fingers digging desperately into her hips, her breath expelling in harsh sobs. The orgasm lanced through her, the desperate edge of it racking her, wrecking her.
Still he drove into her, his grip locking her to him as he pushed her higher with strong, steady thrusts.
A roaring filled her head, like a sea warring with a gale, and the next wave was scorching, tossing her up on one long, hot sweep.
She thought she heard someone scream.
And he saw her, in that mindless moment, hair tumbled, body arched, arms lifted, her eyes half closed, her lips curved in a smile of sly female awareness.
She was as priceless, as alluring and magnificent as The Dark Lady, and just as powerful. As his own release burst through him, he had one clear thought.
Here was his destiny.
Then his mind was wiped clean as the same wave caught him and flipped him over the edge.
“Good God.” It was the best he could do. Never before had he lost himself so utterly in a woman or felt so bound to one. Though she still shuddered, she seemed to melt onto him, her body sliding down until her gasps were muffled against his throat.
“Miranda.” He said her name once, stroking a hand down her back, up again. “Christ, I’m going to miss you.”
She kept her eyes closed, said nothing at all. But she let herself sink in, let herself go, because a part of her didn’t believe he’d come back.
 
He was gone when she awoke in the morning, leaving only a note on the pillow beside her.
Good morning, Dr. Jones. I made coffee. It’ll be fresh enough unless you oversleep. You’re out of eggs. I’ll be in touch.
Though it made her feel foolish as a lovesick teenager, she read it half a dozen times, then got up to tuck it like a declaration of undying devotion in her jewelry case.
The ring he’d pushed onto her finger, the ring she’d kept foolishly in a velvet-lined square box in the case, was gone.
 
His plane landed at nine-thirty and Ryan was uptown at his gallery by eleven. It was a fraction of the size of the Institute, more like a sumptuous private home than a gallery.
The ceilings soared, the archways were wide, and the stairs curved, giving the space an airy and fluid feel. The carpets he’d chosen to scatter over the marble and hardwood floors were as much works of art as the paintings and sculptures.
His office there was on the fourth level. He’d kept it small in order to devote every available space to public areas. But it was well and carefully appointed and lacked no comfort.
He spent three hours at his desk catching up on work with his assistant, in meetings with his gallery director approving sales and acquisitions, and arranging for the necessary security and transportation for the pieces to be shipped to Maine.
He took time to schedule interviews with the press regarding the upcoming exhibit and fund-raiser, decided to shuffle in a fitting for a new tux, and called his mother to tell her to buy a new dress.
  
He was sending the whole family to Maine for the gala.
Next on the schedule was a call to his travel agent cousin.
“Joey, it’s Ry.”
“Hey, my favorite traveling man. How’s it going?”
“Well enough. I need a flight to San Francisco, day after tomorrow, open-end return.”
“No problemo. What name you want to use?”
“Mine.”
“There’s a change. Okay, I’ll get you booked and fax you the itinerary. Where you at?”
“Home. You can book flights for my family, going to Maine.” He gave his cousin the dates.
“Got it. All first-class, right?”
“Naturally.”
“Always a pleasure doing business with you, Ry.”
“Well, that’s nice to hear because I have a favor to ask.”
“Shoot.”
“I’m going to give you a list of names. I need to find out what kind of traveling these people have been doing. For the last three and a half years.”
“Three and a half years! Jesus Christ, Ry.”
“Concentrate on international flights, to and from Italy in particular. Ready for the names?”
“Look, Ry, I love you like a brother. This kind of thing’ll take days, maybe weeks, and it’s dicey. You don’t just punch a few buttons and get that kind of info. Airlines aren’t supposed to give it out.”
It was a song and dance he’d heard before. “I’ve got season tickets to the Yankees. VIP lounge with locker room passes.”
There was a short silence. “Give me the names.”
“I knew I could count on you, Joey.”
When he was done, he kicked back in his chair. He took the ring he’d given Miranda out of his pocket, watched it shine in the light coming through the filtered glass at his back.
He thought he would have his friend the jeweler pop the stones and make them into earrings for her. Earrings were safer than a ring. Women, even bright, practical women, could get the wrong idea about a ring.
She’d appreciate the gesture, he thought. And he was going to owe her something, after all. He’d have the earrings made, then have them shipped to her when he—and the bronzes—were a comfortable distance away.
He imagined, once she had a chance to think it through, she’d conclude that he’d acted in the only logical fashion. No one could expect him to come out of his last job empty-handed.
He put the ring back in his pocket so he’d stop imagining what it had looked like on her hand.
She was going to get what she needed, he reminded himself, and when he rose his fingers were still toying with the ring. They would prove her bronze had been genuine, they’d uncover a forger, a murderer, and she’d be haloed in the spotlight with her reputation glinting like gold.
He had several clients who would pay a delightful fee for a prize like The Dark Lady. He had only to choose the lucky winner. And that fee would cover his time, his expenses, his aggravation, with a nice little bonus like cream over the top.
Unless he decided to keep it for himself. She would be, without question, the prize of his private collection.
But . . . business was business. If he found the right client—and gained the right fee—he could start a new gallery in Chicago or Atlanta or . . . Maine.
No, he’d have to stay clear of Maine after this was done.
A pity, he thought. He’d come to love it there, near the sea, near the cliffs, catching scents of water and pine. He’d miss it.
He’d miss her.
It couldn’t be helped, he told himself. He had to neatly close out one area of his life and start a new one. As a completely legitimate art broker. He’d keep his word to his family, and he’d have kept his word to Miranda. More or less.
Everyone would go back where they belonged.
It was his own fault if he’d let his feelings get a little too tangled up. Most of that, he was sure, was due to the fact they’d been virtually living together for weeks now.
He liked waking up beside her, a little too much. He enjoyed standing with her on the cliffs, listening to that husky voice, nudging one of those rare smiles out of her. The ones that reached her eyes and took that sad look out of them.
The fact was—the very worrying fact was—there was nothing about her that didn’t appeal to him.
It was a good thing they had their own spaces back for a while. They would put it all back in perspective with a little distance.
But he wondered why, as he nearly convinced himself this was true, he felt a nasty little ache around his heart.
 
She tried not to think about him. To wonder if he thought of her. It was more productive, she told herself, to focus entirely, exclusively, on her work.
It would very likely be all she had left before much longer.
She nearly succeeded. Through most of the day she had dozens of details demanding her skill and attention. If her mind wandered once or twice, she was disciplined enough to steer it back to the task at hand.
If a new level of loneliness had been reached in only a single day, she would learn to adjust.
She would have to.
Miranda was about to shut down for the day and take the rest of her work home when her computer signaled an incoming e-mail. She finished her long, detailed post to the decorator she’d contracted regarding the lengths of fabrics required, copying both Andrew and the proper procurement clerk in requisitions.
She scanned the post, made a few minor adjustments, then clicked to both send and receive. Her incoming mail flashed on-screen under the header A DEATH IN THE FAMILY.
Uneasy, she clicked on read.
You have the False Lady. There’s blood on her hands. She wants it to be yours. Admit your mistake, pay the price and live. Go on as you are, and nothing will stop her.
Killing becomes her.
Miranda stared at the message, reading each word over and over until she realized she was curled in the chair, rocking.
They wanted her to be afraid, to be terrified. And oh God, she was.
They knew she had the forgery. It could only mean someone had seen her with Giovanni, or that he had told someone. Someone who had killed him, and wished her dead.
Struggling for control, she studied the return address. Lost1. Who was Lost1? The url was the standard route all Standjo organizations used for electronic mail. She did a quick name search, but found nothing, then hit the reply button.
Who are you?
She left it at that and sent. In took only seconds for the message to flash across her screen denying her. Not a known user.
He’d been quick, she decided. But he had taken a chance sending her the post. What could be sent could surely be traced. She printed out a hard copy, saved the post to a file.
A glance at her watch told her it was nearly six. There was no one to help her now. No one was waiting for her.
She was alone.
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“S
o, have you heard from Ryan?”
Miranda checked off items on the list fixed to her clipboard as she supervised the maintenance crew in the removal of selected paintings from the wall in the South Gallery.
“Yes, his office faxed the details of the transportation schedule. All items will arrive next Wednesday. I’m having a team of our security meet their security at the airport.”
Andrew studied her profile for another moment, then shrugged. They both knew that wasn’t what he’d meant. Ryan had already been gone a week.
He dug into the bag of pretzels he’d taken to eating by the pound. They made him thirsty, and when he was thirsty he drank gallons of water. Then he had to piss like a racehorse.
He’d worked it out in his mind that all the liquid was flushing toxins out of his system.
“Ms. Purdue and Clara are dealing with the caterer,” he told her. “We don’t have a final count for attendees, but they’d like the menu approved. I’d like you to take a look at it before we sign the final contract. It’s really your show.”
“It’s our show,” Miranda corrected, still checking off her list. She wanted both the paintings and the frames cleaned before the opening, and had sent a memo to restoration giving them priority.
“It better be a good one. Closing off this gallery has a lot of the visitors grumbling.”
“If they come back in a couple of weeks, they’ll get more than their money’s worth.” She took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes.
“You’ve been putting in a lot of hours on this.”
“There’s a lot to do, and not much time to do it. Anyway, I like being busy.”
“Yeah.” He rattled his pretzels. “Neither one of us is looking for loose time right now.”
“You’re doing okay?”
“Is that the code for are you drinking?” It came out with an edge he hadn’t intended. “Sorry.” His fingers dived into the bag again. “No, I’m not drinking.”
“I know you’re not. It wasn’t code.”
“I’m dealing with it.”
“I’m glad you came back home, but I don’t want you to feel you have to be there with me if you’d rather be with Annie.”
“The fact that I’ve figured out I want to be with Annie makes it a little rough to stay there sleeping on her couch. If you get the picture.”
“Yeah, I get the picture.” She crossed over to dip into the pretzels herself.
“Any idea when Ryan’s getting back?”
“Not exactly.”
They stood for a moment, each crunching pretzels and contemplating the annoyance of sexual frustration. “Wanna go out and get drunk later?” Andrew grinned at her. “Just a little recovery humor.”
“Ha ha.” She dug into the bag, came up with a few grains of salt, sighed. “Got any more of these?”
• • •
  
Ryan’s first stop in San Francisco was the gallery. He’d chosen the old warehouse in the waterfront district because he’d wanted a lot of space, and had decided to separate his business from the dozens of galleries downtown.
It had worked, making Boldari’s more exclusive, unique, and allowing him to provide fledgling artists with a chance to show their work in a top-flight gallery.
He’d decided on a casual ambiance rather than the elegance he’d created in New York. Here, paintings might be spotlighted against raw brick or wood, and sculpture often stood on rough metal columns. Wide, unframed windows provided a view of the bay and the busy tourist traffic.
A second-floor cafe provided artists and art lovers with foamy cappuccino and lattes at tiny tables reminiscent of a sidewalk trattoria while they looked down on the main gallery, or gazed up at the third-floor studios.
Ryan settled himself at one of the tables and grinned across at his brother Michael. “So, how’s business?”
“Remember that metal sculpture you told me looked like a train wreck?”
“I think my opinion was it looked like the wreck of a circus train.”
“Yeah, that was it. We sold it yesterday for twenty thousand and change.”
“A lot of people have more money than taste. How’s the family?”
“See for yourself. You’re expected for dinner.”
“I’ll be there.” He leaned back, studying his brother as Michael ordered coffee for both of them.
“It suits you,” Ryan commented. “Marriage, family, the house in the burbs.”
“It better, I’m in for the duration. And a good thing for you. It helps keep Mama off your ass.”
“It doesn’t help much. I saw her yesterday. I’m supposed to tell you she needs new pictures of the kids. How is she supposed to remember what they look like if you don’t send pictures?”
“We sent her ten pounds of pictures last month.”
“You can deliver the next batch in person. I want you and the family to come in for the exhibit and fund-raiser at the Institute. You got the memo on that, right?”
“Yeah, I got it.”
“Any problem with the scheduling?”
Michael considered as their coffee was served. “None that I can think of. We should be able to make it. The kids always love a chance to go into New York and see the family, fight with their cousins, have Papa sneak them candy. And it’ll give me a chance to see this Ph.D. Mama told us about. What’s she like?”
“Miranda? Smart, very smart. Capable.”
“Smart and capable?” Michael sipped his coffee, noting the way his brother’s fingers lightly tapped the table. Ryan wasn’t often given to restless or wasted motion, he thought. The smart, capable woman was on his mind—and his nerves. “Mama said she’s a looker, lots of red hair.”
“Yeah, she’s a redhead.”
“You usually go for blondes.” When Ryan only arched an eyebrow, Michael laughed. “Come on, Ry, spill it. What’s the story?”
“She’s beautiful. She’s complicated. It’s complicated,” he decided, and finally realized he was tapping his fingers. “We’re doing business together on a couple of levels.”
This time Michael’s brow lifted. “Oh really?”
“I don’t want to get into that right now.” Missing her was like a fire in his gut. “Let’s just say we’re working together on a couple of projects, this exhibit for one. And we have a personal relationship. We’re enjoying each other. That’s all.”
“If that were all, you wouldn’t look so worried.”
“I’m not worried.” Or he hadn’t been until she’d sneaked into his head again. “It’s just complicated.”
Michael made a “hmm” of agreement and decided he was going to enjoy telling his wife that Ryan was well and truly hooked on a redheaded Ph.D. from Maine. “You’ve always been able to work your way out of complications.”
“Yeah.” Since it made him feel better to think so, Ryan nodded. “In any case, that’s only part of the reason I’m here. I’m looking for a young artist. I’ve got an address, but I thought I’d see if you knew him. Harrison Mathers? Sculptor.”
“Mathers.” Michael’s forehead creased. “Doesn’t ring a bell right off. I can check, look through the files to see if we’ve taken any of his work.”
“We’ll do that. I don’t know if he’s still at this address.”
“If he’s in San Francisco and looking to sell art, we’ll find him. Have you seen his work?”
“I believe I have,” Ryan murmured, thinking of the bronze David.
 
Mathers’s last known address was a third-floor walk-up apartment on the wrong side of downtown. Light rain was falling as Ryan approached Mathers’s building. A small group of young men huddled in a doorway, their eyes scanning the street, looking for trouble.
On the line of pitifully narrow mailboxes built into the wall of the dank foyer, Ryan saw “H. Mathers” in 3B.
He headed up the stairs into the faint smell of urine and stale vomit.
On the door of 3B someone had painted an excellent study of a medieval castle, complete with turrets and drawbridge. It resembled a fairy tale, a dark one, Ryan thought, when you noticed the single face in the top window gazing out in screaming horror.
Harry, he mused, had talent and an excellent sense of his current circumstances. His home might be his castle, but he was a terrified prisoner in it.
He knocked and waited. Almost immediately the door behind him opened. Ryan shifted to the balls of his feet, and turned.
The woman was young, and might have been attractive if she hadn’t already dressed her face for the night’s work. It was a whore’s makeup, heavy on the lips and eyes. The eyes, under the weight of shadow and lashes, were hard as Arctic ice. Her hair was plain brown and cut short as a boy’s. He imagined she used a wig during working hours.
Though he took all this in, as well as the lush body carelessly displayed in a short, flowered robe, his attention centered on the big, black .45 in her hand. Its muzzle was as wide as the Pacific and pointed dead-center at his chest.
He decided it was best to keep his eyes on hers, his hands in plain view, and his explanation simple.
“I’m not a cop. I’m not selling anything. I’m just looking for Harry.”
“I thought you were the other guy.” Her voice was straight out of the Bronx, but didn’t make him feel any more secure.
“Let me just say, under the circumstances, I’m glad I’m not. Could you point that cannon somewhere else?”
She studied him another moment, then shrugged. “Yeah, sure.” She lowered it, and leaned against the doorjamb. “I didn’t like the look of the other guy. Didn’t like his attitude neither.”
“As long as you’re holding that gun, I’ll adjust my attitude any way you like.”
She grinned at that, a quick flash that nearly overcame the sex doll makeup. “You’re okay, Slick. What do you want with Rembrandt?”
“A conversation.”
“Well, he ain’t there, and ain’t been around for a few days. That’s what I told the other guy.”
“I see. Do you know where Harry is?”
“I mind my own business.”
“I’m sure you do.” Ryan held one hand palm out, moved the other slowly to his wallet. He saw her lips purse in consideration as he took out a fifty. “Got a few minutes?”
“I might. Another fifty’d buy you an hour.” But she shook her head. “Slick, you don’t look like the type who pays to party.”
“Conversation,” he said again, and held out the fifty.
It only took her three seconds to reach out, nip the bill with the lethal tips of bloodred fingernails. “Okay, come on in.”
The room held a bed, a single chair, two flea market tables, and a metal clothes rack crowded with bright, eye-catching colors and cheap fabrics. He’d been right about the wig, he noted. Two of them, a long, curly blond and a sleek raven-black, sat on plastic foam heads.
A little desk held a dressing room mirror and a department store array of cosmetics.
While distressingly bare, the room was tidy as an accountant’s spread sheet.
“For fifty,” she told him, “you can have a beer.”
“Appreciate it.” While she moved toward the two-burner stove and midget refrigerator that constituted her kitchen, Ryan stepped up to a bronze dragon that guarded one of her flimsy tables.
“This is a very nice piece.”
“Yeah, it’s real art. Rembrandt did it.”
“He has talent.”
“I guess.” She moved her shoulders, didn’t bother to tug her robe back together. He was entitled to look at the merchandise, she thought, in case he wanted to invest another fifty. “I said how I liked it, and we worked out a trade.” She smiled as she handed him a bottle of Budweiser.
“You’re friendly with Mathers?”
“He’s okay. Doesn’t try to scam me for freebies. Once I had a john up here who wanted to use me for a punching bag instead of a mattress. Kid comes banging on the door when he heard I was in trouble. Yelled out how he was the cops.” She snickered into her beer. “Asshole went out my window with his pants around his ankles. Rembrandt’s okay. Gets a little down, smokes a lot of grass. That’s an artist’s thing, I guess.”
“He have many friends?”
“Slick, nobody in this building has many friends. He’s been here a couple years now, and this is the first time I’ve seen two people come around to his door in one day.”
“Tell me about the other guy.”
She fingered the fifty in the pocket of her robe. “Big. Ugly face. Looked like meat to me, somebody’s arm, you know. And you could tell he liked breaking legs. Said how he wanted to buy one of Rembrandt’s statues, but that creep wasn’t no art lover. Gave me grief when I said he wasn’t around, and I didn’t know where he was.”
She hesitated a moment, then moved her shoulders again. “He was carrying. Had a bulge under his jacket. I shut the door in his fat face, and got out my friend there.” She jerked her head toward the pie-plate-sized kitchen counter where she’d laid the .45. “You only missed him by a few minutes, that’s why I thought you was him.”
“How big was he, the other guy?”
“About six-four, maybe five, two-sixty easy. Gorilla arms and meat cleaver hands. Spooky eyes, like dirty ice, you know. Guy like that comes up to me on the stroll, I give him a pass.”
“Good thinking.” The description clicked very close to the man who’d attacked Miranda. Harrison Mathers was very lucky he wasn’t home.
“So, what do you want with Rembrandt?”
“I’m an art dealer.” Ryan took a business card from the case in his pocket, handed it to her.
“Classy.”
“If you hear from Harry, or he comes back, give him that, will you? Tell him I like his work. I’d like to discuss it with him.”
“Sure.” She rubbed a finger over the embossing, then lifted the dragon and set the card under its serpentine tail. “You know, Slick . . .” She reached out and trailed one of those scalpel-sharp nails down his shirt. “It’s cold and rainy out there. You want to . . . converse a little more, I’ll give you a discount.”
He’d once been mildly in lust with a girl from the Bronx. The sentiment of it had him taking another fifty out of his wallet. “That’s for the help, and the beer.” He turned for the door, giving the dragon a last glance. “You get tight for money, take that to Michael at Boldari here on the waterfront. He’ll give you a good price for it.”
“Yeah. I’ll keep that in mind. Come back anytime, Slick.” She toasted him with the beer. “I owe you a free ride.”
Ryan walked directly across the hall, finessed the lock, and was inside Mathers’s apartment before his second fifty had been hidden away.
The room mirrored the one he’d just been in as to size. Ryan doubted the tanks for welding metal were approved by the landlord. There were several pieces in varying stages of work. None of them showed the insight or talent of the dragon he’d given a whore for sex. His heart was in bronzes, Ryan decided when he studied the small fluid nude standing on the stained tank of the toilet.
A self-critic, he thought. Artists could be so pathetically insecure.
He managed to search the entire apartment in under fifteen minutes. There was a mattress on the floor with a tangle of sheets and blankets, a cigarette-scarred dresser with drawers that stuck.
Over a dozen sketch pads, most of them filled, were stacked on the floor. Miranda had been right, Ryan mused as he flipped through, he had a good hand.
The only things in the apartment that appeared well cared for were the art supplies, which were arranged on army-gray metal shelves and stacked in plastic milk cartons.
The kitchen held a box of Rice Krispies, a six-pack of beer, three eggs, moldy bacon, and six packages of frozen dinners. He also found four neatly rolled joints hidden in a jar of Lipton tea bags.
He found sixty-three cents in change and a long-forgotten Milky Way bar. There were no letters, no notes, no stash of cash. He located the final disconnect notice for the phone crumpled in the trash along with the empties for another six-pack.
Nowhere was there a clue where Harry had gone or why, or when he intended to return.
He’d be back, Ryan mused, giving the room one more scan. He wouldn’t abandon his art supplies or his stash of dope.
And when he came back, he’d call the minute he had his hands on the business card. Starving artists could be temperamental, but they were also predictable. And every mother’s son or daughter of them hungered for one thing more than food.
A patron.
“Come home soon, Harry,” Ryan murmured, and let himself out.
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M
iranda stared down at the fax that had just hummed out of her machine. This one was all in caps, as if the sender was screaming the words.
I HAVEN’T ALWAYS HATED YOU. BUT I WATCHED YOU. YEAR AFTER YEAR. DO YOU REMEMBER THE SPRING YOU GRADUATED FROM GRAD SCHOOL—WITH HONORS, OF COURSE—AND HAD AN AFFAIR WITH THE LAWYER. CREG ROWE WAS HIS NAME, AND HE BROKE IT OFF, DUMPED YOU BECAUSE YOU WERE TOO COLD AND DIDN’T PAY ENOUGH ATTENTION TO HIS NEEDS. REMEMBER THAT, MIRANDA?
HE TOLD HIS FRIENDS YOU WERE A MEDIOCRE FUCK. I BET YOU DIDN’T KNOW THAT. WELL, NOW YOU DO.
I WASN’T VERY FAR AWAY. NOT VERY FAR AWAY AT ALL.
DID YOU EVER FEEL ME WATCHING YOU?
DO YOU FEEL IT NOW?
THERE ISN’T MUCH TIME LEFT. YOU SHOULD HAVE DONE WHAT YOU WERE TOLD. YOU SHOULD HAVE ACCEPTED THE WAY THINGS WERE. THE WAY I WANTED.
THEM TO BE. MAYBE GIOVANNI WOULD BE ALIVE IF YOU HAD.
DO YOU EVER THINK OF THAT?
I DIDN’T ALWAYS HATE YOU, MIRANDA. BUT I DO NOW.
CAN YOU FEEL MY HATE?
YOU WILL.
The paper trembled in her hands as she read it. There was something horribly childlike about the big block letters, the schoolyard-bully taunts. It was meant to hurt, humiliate, and frighten, she told herself. She couldn’t allow it to succeed.
But when the buzzer on her intercom sounded, her breath caught on a gasp and her fingers clenched and crumpled the edges of the fax. Foolishly she laid it on her desk, smoothing out the creases precisely as she answered Lori’s page.
“Yes?”
“Mr. Boldari is here, Dr. Jones. He wonders if you have a moment to see him.”
Ryan. She nearly said his name aloud, pressed her fingertips to her lips to keep the word in her mind only. “Would you ask him to wait, please.”
“Of course.”
So he was back. Miranda rubbed her hands over her cheeks to bring color back into them. She had her pride, she thought. She was entitled to her pride. She wasn’t going to rush through the door and throw herself into his arms like some moonstruck lover.
He’d been gone nearly two weeks, and not once had he called her. Oh, there’d been contact, she thought as she hunted up her compact and used the stingy mirror to smooth her hair, to add lipstick. Memos and telexes and e-mail and faxes, all sent by some office drone and signed in his name.
He hadn’t bothered to ease away kindly when he was done with her. He’d had his office staff do it for him.
She wouldn’t make a scene. They still had business, on several levels. She would see it through.
  
He wouldn’t have the satisfaction of knowing she’d needed him. Had needed him every day and night of those two weeks.
She steadied herself, unlocking a drawer to lay the latest fax on a pile of others. They’d been coming in daily now, some only a line or two, others rambling like the one today. The printout of the e-mail was with them, though Lost1 had never contacted her again.
She locked the drawer, pocketed the key, then went to the door.
“Ryan.” She sent him a polite smile. “Sorry to keep you waiting. Please, come in.”
At her desk, Lori shifted her eyes from face to face, cleared her throat. “Should I hold your calls?”
“No, that won’t be necessary. Would you like some—”
She never finished. As she closed the door behind them, he pressed her back against it and crushed his mouth to hers in a fiercely hungry kiss that battered against the wall she’d so carefully built.
Fisting her hands, she kept her arms at her sides and gave him nothing back, not even the passion of resistance.
When he drew away—his eyes narrowed in speculation—she inclined her head and shifted aside. “How was your trip?”
“Long. Where did you go, Miranda?”
“I’ve been right here. I’m sure you want to see the final design. I have the drawings. I’ll be happy to take you down and show you what we’ve finished so far. I think you’ll be pleased.”
She moved to the drawing board and began unrolling a large sheet of paper.
“That can wait.”
She looked up, angled her head. “Did you have something else in mind?”
“Entirely. But obviously that can wait as well.” His eyes remained narrowed as he crossed to her, as if he were seeing her for the first time and taking in all the details. When they were eye to eye, he cupped a hand under her chin, slowly spread his fingers over her cheek.
  
“I missed you.” He said it with a hint of puzzlement in his voice, as if he’d just solved a complex riddle. “More than I intended to, expected to. More than I wanted to.”
“Really?” She stepped away because his touch left her shaken. “Is that why you called so often?”
“That’s why I didn’t call.” He dipped his hands in his pockets. He felt like a fool. And there was a nervous flutter in his stomach that warned him a man could experience emotions more alarming than foolishness. “Why didn’t you call me? I made certain you knew how to reach me.”
She tilted her head. It was an odd and rare sight, she thought. Seeing Ryan Boldari uncomfortable. “Yes, your various assistants were very efficient in giving me your whereabouts. As the project here was proceeding on schedule, there wasn’t any reason to bother you about it. And since you seem to have decided to handle the other area of business on your own, there was little I could do about it.”
“You weren’t supposed to matter quite so much.” He rocked back on his heels as he spoke, as if trying to find his balance. “I don’t want you to matter this much. It’s in my way.”
She turned aside, hoping she was quick enough to keep him from seeing the hurt she knew flashed into her eyes. Anything that potent, that keen, had to show. “If you’d wanted to end our personal relationship, Ryan, you could have done it less cold-bloodedly.”
He laid his hands on her shoulders, then tightened his grip, spun her angrily around when she tried to wrench away. “Do I look like I want to end it?” He dragged her toward him, covering her mouth with his again, holding her there as she struggled for freedom. “Does that feel like I want to end it?”
“Don’t play with me this way.” She stopped fighting, and her voice was shaky and weak. She could despise herself for it, but she couldn’t change it. “I’m not equipped for this kind of game.”
“I didn’t know I could hurt you.” As his anger drained, he rested his brow against hers. The hands that had gripped her shoulders gentled and skimmed lightly down her arms. “Maybe I wanted to see if I could. That doesn’t say much for me.”
“I didn’t think you were coming back.” Desperate for distance and the control she hoped came with it, she eased out of his arms. “People have a remarkably easy time walking away from me.”
He saw now that he’d damaged something very fragile, and something he hadn’t recognized as precious. Not just her trust in him, but her belief in them. He didn’t think or plan or calculate the odds, he just looked at her and spoke. “I’m halfway in love with you. Maybe more. And nothing about it is easy.”
Her eyes went dark, her cheeks went pale. She laid a hand on the edge of her desk as she felt her balance shift. “I—Ryan . . .” No amount of effort could catch any of the words spinning around in her head and form them into coherent thought.
“No logical response for that, is there, Dr. Jones?” He stepped to her, took her hands. “What are we going to do about this situation?”
“I don’t know.”
“Whatever it is, I don’t want to do it here. Can you leave?”
“I . . . Yes, I suppose.”
He smiled, brushed his lips over her fingers. “Then come with me.”
They went home.
She assumed he’d want to go somewhere quiet, where they could talk, sort through these emotions that were so obviously foreign to both of them. Perhaps a restaurant, or the park, since spring was dancing prettily into Maine.
But he’d driven up the coast road, and neither of them spoke. She watched the land narrow, the water, quietly blue in the midday sunlight, close in on either side.
On the long rocky beach to the east, a woman stood watching a young boy dance in the playful surf and toss bread crumbs to greedy gulls. The road curved just close enough for Miranda to see the wide, delighted grin on his face as the birds swooped down to snag the feast.
  
Beyond them, the soft red sails of a schooner held the wind and cruised snappily southward.
She wondered if she’d ever been as innocently happy as that young boy, or as confidently peaceful as the schooner.
On the sound side, the trees were dressed in that tender green of April, more haze than texture. She loved that look the best, she realized, that delicate beginning. Odd that she’d never known that about herself. As the road climbed, the trees stirred, swaying under a soft spring sky laced with white clouds as harmless as cotton.
And there, on the edges of the hill where the old house stood, was the sudden ocean of cheery yellow. A sea of daffodils, a forest of forsythia, both of which had been planted before she was born.
He surprised her by stopping the car and grinning. “That’s fabulous.”
“My grandmother planted it all. She said that yellow was a simple color, and it made people smile.”
“I like your grandmother.” On impulse he got out, walked to the verge, and picked her a handful of the yellow trumpets. “I don’t think she’d mind,” he said as he climbed back inside and held them out.
“No, she wouldn’t.” But she found herself wanting to weep.
“I brought you daffodils once before.” He laid a hand on her cheek until she turned her head to look at him. “Why don’t they make you smile?”
With her eyes closed she pressed her face to the flowers. Their scent was unbearably sweet. “I don’t know what to do, about what I feel. I need steps, I need reasonable, comprehensive steps.”
“Don’t you ever just want to stumble, and see where you fall?”
“No.” But she knew that’s exactly what she’d done. “I’m a coward.”
“You’re anything but that.”
She shook her head, fiercely. “When I step into emotional territory, I’m a coward, and I’m afraid of you.”
He dropped his hand, shifted position so he gripped the steering wheel with both of them. Arousal and guilt churned in his belly. “That’s a dangerous thing to tell me. I’m capable of using that, taking advantage of that.”
“I know it. Just as you’re capable of stopping by the side of the road and picking daffodils. If you were only capable of one of those moods, I wouldn’t be afraid of you.”
Saying nothing, he restarted the car, drove slowly up the curved lane and parked at the front of the house. “I’m not willing to shift back and make it only business between us. If you think that’s an option here, you’re mistaken.”
She jolted when his hand whipped out, gripped her chin. “Badly mistaken,” he added, and the silky threat in his voice had her pulse pounding with panicked excitement.
“However I feel, I won’t be pressured.” She put her hand to his wrist and shoved. “And I keep my options open.”
With that said, she pushed the door open and got out of the car, missing his lightning grin. And the heat in his eyes.
“We’ll see about that, Dr. Jones,” he murmured, and followed her up the steps.
“Whatever our personal relationship, we have priorities. We need to go over the plans for the exhibit.”
“We will.” Ryan jingled the change in his pocket as Miranda unlocked the front door.
“I need you to give me more details on what you expect to happen when we have everyone together.”
“You’ll get them.”
“We need to talk all of this through, step by step. I need to have it organized in my mind.”
“I know.”
She closed the door. They stood staring at each other in the quiet foyer. Her throat went desert dry as he stripped off his leather jacket, watched her.
Like hunter to prey, she thought, and wondered why that sensation should be so damn delightful. “I have a copy of the design here. Up in my office. Here. All the paperwork. Copies are upstairs.”
“Of course you do.” He took a step forward. “I wouldn’t expect anything less. Do you know what I want to do to you, Dr. Jones? Right here, right now.” He stepped closer, stopped just short of touching her though he could feel the urgent need for her pulsing in every cell.
“We haven’t resolved anything in that area. And we need to deal with business.” Her heart was knocking against her ribs like a rude and impatient guest banging at a locked door. “I have the copies here,” she said again. “So I could work on them when I wasn’t. . . there. Oh God.”
They leaped at each other. Hands tugging and fumbling with clothes, mouths bumping, then fusing. Heat spewed up like a geyser erupting and scorching them with steam.
She dragged desperately at his shirt. “Oh God, I hate this.”
“I’ll never wear it again.”
“No, no.” A shaky laugh trembled out of her throat. “I hate being so needy. Touch me. I can’t stand it. Touch me.”
“I’m trying to.” He yanked at the trim paisley vest she wore under her tweed jacket. “You would pick today to wear all these damn clothes.”
They made it to the base of the stairs, stumbled. The vest went flying. “Wait. I have to—” His fingers dived into her hair, scattering pins as they curled in that rich mass of red.
“Miranda.” His mouth was on hers again, oceans of need cresting in that one bruising meeting of lips.
He swallowed her moans, his own, fed on them as they tripped up another two steps. She was tugging his shirt out of his waistband, struggling to drag it down his arms, gasping for air, sobbing for more as finally, finally her hands found flesh.
His muscles quivered under her hands. She could feel his heart pounding, as wildly as hers. It was just sex. It solved nothing, proved nothing. But God help her, she didn’t care.
Her starched cotton shirt caught on her wrists at the cuffs and for a moment she was bound by it, thrilling, helpless as he shoved her back against the wall and feasted on her breasts.
He wanted a war, vicious, primal, savage. And found it in himself, in her feral response and demand. His fingers rushed down, unhooking the mannish trousers, sliding over her, into her so that her hips pushed forward. She came brutally, choking out his name as her body quaked from the shock.
Her mouth streaked over his face, his throat, her hands dug into his hips, tore at his clothes and drove him mad. He plunged into her where they stood, driving her hard against the wall, driving himself deeper and deeper.
She clawed at him now, her nails raking down his back. The sounds she made, primitive groans, wanton cries, throaty whimpers, called to his blood. When she went limp, he lifted her by the hips, blind and deaf to everything but the mindless need to take, and take and take. Each violent stroke was a possession.
Mine.
“More.” He panted it out. “Stay with me. Come back.”
“I can’t.” Her hands slid off his damp shoulders. Her mind and body drained.
“Take more.”
She opened her eyes, found herself trapped in his. So dark, so hot, the deep gold glittering like sunburst and focused only on her. Her skin began to quiver again, little jolts of need that shimmered at the nerve endings and spread. Then those jolts turned to aches, raw, pulsing aches that turned each breath to a senseless moan. Pleasure had claws, and they ripped at her, threatened to tear her to pieces.
When she screamed, he buried his face in her hair and let himself crash.
 
It was like surviving a train wreck, Ryan decided. Barely surviving. They were sprawled on the floor, bodies tangled and numb, minds destroyed. She was lying across him, simply because they’d gone down that way—her midriff over his belly, her head facedown against the Persian runner.
Every few minutes, her stomach would quiver, so he knew she was still alive.
“Miranda.” He croaked it out, realizing suddenly his throat was wild with thirst. Her response was something between a grunt and a moan. “Do you think you can get up?”
“When?”
He laughed a little and reached down to rub her bottom. “Now would be good.” When she didn’t move, he growled, “Water. I must have water.”
“Can’t you just push me?”
It wasn’t quite as simple as that, but he managed to extract himself from beneath her limp body. He braced a hand on the wall to keep his balance as he walked down the stairs. In the kitchen, he stood naked, gulped down two glasses of tap water, then poured a third. Steadier, he started back, his smile spreading when he scanned the scatter of clothes and flowers.
She was still on the floor at the top of the steps, on her back now, eyes shut, one arm flung out over her head, hair a glorious tangle that clashed with the deep red of the runner.
“Dr. Jones. What would the Art Revue say about this?”
“Hmm.”
Still grinning, he crouched, nudged the side of her breast with the glass to get her attention. “Here, you could probably use this.”
“Mmm.” She managed to sit up, took the glass in both hands and downed every drop. “We never made it to the bedroom.”
“There’s always next time. You look very relaxed.”
“I feel like I’ve been drugged.” She blinked, focused on the painting on the wall behind him, and stared at the white bra that hung celebrationally from the top corner of the frame. “Is that mine?”
He looked back, ran his tongue over his teeth. “I don’t believe I was wearing one.”
“My God.”
He had to give her points for speedy recovery as she leaped up and snatched it loose. With her eyes wide now and little gasps of distress sounding in her throat, she began to rush around gathering clothes, trying to save the flowers they’d crushed.
Ryan leaned his back against the wall and watched the show.
“I can’t find one of my socks.”
He smiled as she stared down at him, rumpled clothes pressed to her breasts. “You’re still wearing it.”
She glanced down, saw the traditional argyle on her left foot. “Oh.”
“It’s a cute look for you. Got a camera?”
Since the moment seemed to call for it, she dumped the clothes on his head.
 
At Ryan’s insistence, they took a bottle of wine out to the cliffs and sat in the warm spring sun. “You’re right,” he said. “It’s beautiful in the spring.”
The water went from a pale blue at the horizon to a deeper hue where boats plied its surface, then to a dark, rich green near the shore where it spewed and beat against rock.
The wind was kind today, a caress instead of a slap.
The pines that lined the side of the land and marched up the rise showed fresh and tender new growth. The hardwoods showed the faintest blush of leaves to come.
No one walked the ragged sweep of beach below or disturbed the scatter of broken shells tossed up during a recent storm. He was glad of it, glad the boats were distant and toylike, the buoys silent.
They were alone.
If he looked back toward the house, he could just see the shape of the old south garden. The worst of the deadwood and thorny brown weeds had been cleared away. The dirt looked freshly turned and raked. He could see small clusters of green. She said she would garden, he remembered, and she was a woman who followed through.
He’d like to watch her at work, he realized. He’d very much enjoy seeing her kneeling there, concentrating on bringing the old garden back to life, making those sketches she’d drawn a reality.
  
He’d like to see what she made bloom there.
“We should be in my office working,” she said as guilt began to prick through the pleasure of the afternoon.
“Let’s consider this a field trip.”
“You need to see the final design for the exhibit.”
“Miranda, if I didn’t trust you there, completely, you wouldn’t have my property.” He sipped his wine and reluctantly shifted his thoughts to work. “In any case, you sent my office daily reports on it. I imagine I’ve got the picture.”
“Working on it’s giving me some time to put other things in perspective. I don’t know what we can accomplish by all this, other than the obvious benefit to your organization and mine, and a hefty contribution to NEA. The other—”
“The other’s progressing.”
“Ryan, we should give all the information we can to the police. I’ve thought about this. It’s what should have been done right from the start. I let myself get caught up—my ego, certainly, and my feelings for you—”
“You haven’t told me what those are. Are you going to?”
She looked away from him, watched the tall iron buoys wave gently and without sound. “I’ve never felt for anyone what I feel for you. I don’t know what it is, or what to do about it. My family isn’t good with personal relationships.”
“What does your family have to do with it?”
“The Jones curse.” She sighed a little because she didn’t have to glance back to know he smiled. “We always screw it up. Neglect, apathy, self-absorption. I don’t know what it is, but we’re just no good at being with other people.”
“So you’re a product of your genes, and not your own woman.”
Her head twisted sharply, making him grin at the quick insult in her eyes. Then she controlled it and inclined her head. “That was very good. But the fact remains that I’m nearly thirty years old and I’ve never had a serious, long-term relationship. I don’t know if I’m capable of maintaining one.”
  
“First you have to be willing to find out. Are you?”
“Yes.” She started to rub her nervous hand on her slacks, but he took it, held it.
“Then we start from there. I’m as much out of my element as you are.”
“You’re never out of your element,” she murmured. “You have too many elements.”
He laughed and gave her hand a squeeze. “Why don’t we behave like a comfortable couple and I’ll tell you about my trip to San Francisco?”
“You saw your brother.”
“Yes, he and his family will be coming out for the gala. The rest of the family will come in from New York.”
“All of them? All of your family’s coming?”
“Sure. It’s a big deal. Anyway, I should warn you, you’re going to be checked out thoroughly.”
“Wonderful. One more thing to be nervous about.”
“Your mother’s coming. And your father—which is a small dilemma, as he thinks I’m someone else.”
“Oh God, I forgot. What will we do?”
“We won’t know what in the world he’s talking about.” Ryan merely grinned when she gaped. “Rodney’s British, I’m not. And he’s not nearly as good-looking as I am, either.”
“Do you really think my father’s going to fall for something like that?”
“Of course he will, because that’s our story and we’re sticking to it.” He crossed his ankles, drew in the cool, moist air. And realized he hadn’t been completely relaxed for days. “Why in the world would I have introduced myself to him as someone else—particularly since I was in New York when he came to see you. He’ll be confused, but he’s hardly going to stand there and call Ryan Boldari a liar.”
She let it simmer a moment. “I don’t see what choice we have, and my father certainly doesn’t pay close attention to people, but—”
“Just follow my lead there, and smile a lot. Now, when I was in San Francisco I looked up Harrison Mathers.”
  
“You found Harry?”
“I found his apartment. He wasn’t there. But I spent an interesting half hour with the hooker across the hall. She told me he’s been gone a few days, and that—”
“One moment.” She tugged her hand free of his and held up a single finger. “Would you mind repeating that?”
“He’d been gone a few days?”
“No, there was something about you spending time with a prostitute.”
“It was well worth the fifty—well, hundred actually. I gave her another fifty when we were done.”
“Oh, would that have been like a tip?”
“Yeah.” He beamed at her. “Jealous, darling?”
“Would jealousy be inappropriate?”
“A little jealousy is very healthy.”
“All right, then.” She bunched her recently freed hand into a fist and rammed it into his stomach.
He wheezed out a breath, sat up cautiously in case she decided to hit him again. “I stand corrected. Jealousy is definitely unhealthy. I paid her to talk to me.”
“If I thought otherwise, you’d be well on your way to the rocks down below.” This time she smiled while he eyed her warily. “What did she tell you?”
“You know, that Yankee cool can be just a little frightening, Dr. Jones. She told me that I was the second man who’d come by that day looking for him. She had a very large gun pointed at me at the time.”
“A gun. She had a gun?”
“She didn’t like the look of the first guy. Women in her line of work generally know how to size a man up quickly. From her description, I’d say she was right about him—you’d know that firsthand. I think he was the one who attacked you.”
Her hand went quickly to her throat. “The man who was here, who stole my purse? He was in San Francisco?”
“Looking for young Harry—and my guess is, your former student was lucky not to be home. He’s tied in, Miranda. Whoever he made the bronze for, whoever he gave or sold it to, doesn’t want him around any longer.”
  
“If they find him—”
“I arranged for someone to keep an eye out for him. We’ll have to find him first.”
“Maybe he ran away. Maybe he knew they were looking for him.”
“No, I looked around his place. He left all his art supplies, a small stash of grass.” Ryan leaned back on his elbows again and watched the clouds puff lazily across the sky. “I didn’t get the impression he’d left in a particular hurry. The advantage is we know someone’s looking for him. At this point, no one knows we are. The way the kid’s been living, either he didn’t get much for the forgery, or he blew it fast and hasn’t explored the wonderful world of blackmail.”
“Would they have threatened him first?”
“What would be the point? They didn’t want him to run. They’d want to eliminate him, quick and quiet.” But there was something in her eyes. “Why?”
“I’ve been getting . . . communications.” It was a clean, professional word and made her less jittery.
“Communications?”
“Faxes, for the most part. For some time now. They’ve been coming daily since you left. Faxes, one e-mail, here and at the office.”
Again, he sat up. This time his eyes were narrow and cool. “Threats?”
“Not exactly, or not really threats until most recently.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I am telling you.”
“Why the hell didn’t you let me know this was going on all along?” The blank look she sent him had him getting to his feet so quickly he knocked the glass aside and sent it tumbling over the rocks. “It never occurred to you, did it? To tell me you were being stalked this way, frightened this way? Don’t tell me you weren’t frightened,” he tossed out before she could speak. “I can see it in your face.”
He saw, she thought, entirely too much, too easily. “What could you have done about it?”
He stared at her, eyes smoldering, then jamming his hands in his pockets, turned away. “What do they say?”
“Various things. Some of them are very calm, short and subtly threatening. Others are more disjointed, rambles. They’re more personal, they talk about things that happened or little events in my life.”
Because a hunted feeling crept up her spine, she got to her feet. “One came after Giovanni . . . after Giovanni,” she repeated. “It said his blood was on my hands.”
He had no choice but to put his own resentment and hurt aside. It surprised him how much there was of both that she hadn’t trusted him. Hadn’t counted on him. But now he turned back, looked her straight in the eye.
“If you believe that, if you let some anonymous bastard push you into believing that, you’re a fool, and you’re giving them exactly what they want.”
“I know that, Ryan. I understand that perfectly.” She thought she could say it calmly, but her voice broke. “I know it’s someone who knows me well enough to use what would hurt me most.”
He moved to her, wrapped his arms tightly around her. “Hold on to me. Come on, hold on.” When her arms finally encircled him, he rubbed his cheek over her hair. “You’re not alone, Miranda.”
But she had been, for so long. A man like him would never know what it was like to stand in a roomful of people and feel so alone. So alien. So unwanted.
“Giovanni—he was one of the few people who made me feel . . . normal. I know whoever killed him is sending me the message. I know that in my head, Ryan. But in my heart, I’ll always be to blame. And they know it.”
“Then don’t let them use you, or him, this way.”
She’d closed her eyes, so overwhelmed with the comfort he’d offered. Now she opened them, stared out toward the sea as his words struck home. “Using him,” she murmured. “You’re right. I’ve been letting them use him to hurt me. Whoever it is hates me, and made certain I knew it in the fax that came today.”
“You have copies of them all?”
“Yes.”
  
“I want them.” When she started to pull away, he held her in place, stroked her hair. Didn’t she feel herself trembling? he wondered. “The e-mail. Did you trace it?”
“I didn’t have any luck. The user name doesn’t show up on the server—it’s the server we use here and at Standjo.”
“Did you keep it on your machine?”
“Yes.”
“Then we’ll trace it.” Or Patrick would, he thought. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here.” He drew back, framed her face. “I’m here now, Miranda, and no one’s going to hurt you while I am.” When she didn’t answer, he tightened his grip, looked carefully at her face. “I don’t make promises lightly, because I don’t break them once I do. I’m going to see this through with you, all the way. And I won’t let anything happen to you.”
He paused, then took what he considered a dangerous step toward a nasty edge. “Do you still want to talk to Cook?”
She’d been so sure that was the right thing. So sure, until he’d looked at her and promised. Until by doing so, he’d made her believe, against all common sense, that she could trust him.
“We’ll see it through, Ryan. I guess neither one of us could swallow anything less.”
 
“Put the base directly over the mark.” Miranda stood back, watching the two burly men from maintenance haul the three-foot marble stand to the exact center of the room. She knew it was the exact center, as she’d measured it three times personally. “Yes, perfect. Good.”
“Is that the last one, Dr. Jones?”
“In this area, yes, thank you.”
She narrowed her eyes, envisioning the Donatello bronze of Venus bathing in place on the column.
This gallery was devoted to works of the Early Renaissance. A prized Brunelleschi drawing was matted behind glass and two Masaccio paintings were ornately framed and already hung, along with a Botticelli that soared twelve feet and showed the majestic ascension of the Mother of God. There was a Bellini that had once graced the wall of a Venetian villa.
With the Donatello as the central point, the display showcased the first true burst of artistic innovation that was not simply the foundation for the brilliance of the sixteenth century, but a period of great art in itself.
True, she considered the style of the period less emotional, less passionate. The figural representation even in Masaccio’s work was somewhat static, the human emotions more stylized than real.
But the miracle was that such things existed, and could be studied, analyzed centuries after their execution.
Tapping her finger to her lips, she studied the rest of the room. She’d had the tall windows draped in deep blue fabric that was shot with gold. Tables of varying heights were also spread with it, and on the glittering fabric were the tools of artists of that era. The chisels and palettes, the calipers and brushes. She’d chosen each one herself from the museum display.
It was a pity they had to be closed under glass, but even with such a rich and sophisticated crowd, fingers could become sticky.
On an enormous carved wooden stand a huge Bible sat open to pages painstakingly printed in glorious script by ancient monks. Still other tables were strewn with the jewelry favored by both men and women of the period. There were embroidered slippers, a comb, a woman’s ivory trinket box, each piece carefully chosen for just that spot. Huge iron candle stands flanked the archway.
“Very impressive.” Ryan stepped between them.
“Nearly perfect. Art, with its social, economic, political, and religious foundations. The mid–fourteen hundreds. The birth of Lorenzo the Magnificent, the Peace of Lodi, and the resulting balance, however precarious, of the chief Italian states.”
She gestured to a large map, dated 1454, on the wall. “Florence, Milan, Naples, Venice, and of course, the papacy. The birth too of a new school of thought in art—humanism. Rational inquiry was the key.”
  
“Art’s never rational.”
“Of course it is.”
He only shook his head. “You’re too busy looking into the work to look at it. Beauty,” he said, gesturing to the serene face of the Madonna, “is a most irrational thing. You’re nervous,” he added when he took her hands and felt the chill on her skin.
“Anxious,” she corrected. “Have you seen the other areas?”
“I thought you’d walk me through.”
“All right, but I don’t have much time. I’m expecting my mother within the hour. I want everything in place when she gets here.”
She walked with him through the room. “I’ve left wide traffic patterns, putting the sculptures—with the Donatello bronze as the centerpiece—out into the room for a full circling view. People should be free to wander, then to move through this egress into the next gallery, the largest, which represents the High Renaissance.”
She stepped through. “We’ll continue the theme here of showing not only the art itself, but what surrounded it, underlay it, inspired it. I’ve used more gold in here, and red. For power, for the church, royalty.”
Her heels clicked on the marble floor as she circled, studying details, looking for any slight adjustment that needed to be made. “This era was richer and had more drama. So much energy. It couldn’t last, but during its brief crest, it produced the most important works of any era before or since.”
“Saints and sinners?”
“I’m sorry?”
“The most popular models of art, saints and sinners. The raw yet elegant sexuality and selfishness of the gods and goddesses, juxtaposed with the brutality of war and cheek by jowl with the grand suffering of the martyr.”
He studied the beatific if somewhat baffled face of Saint Sebastian, who was about lanced through with arrows. “I never got martyrs. I mean, what was the point?”
“Their faith would be the obvious answer.”
  
“No one can steal your faith, but they can sure as hell take your life—and in nasty, inventive ways.” He hooked his thumbs in his front pockets. “Arrows for the ever popular Sebastian, roasting alive for good old Saint Lorenzo. Crucifixions, body parts lopped off with glee and abandon. Lions, tigers, and bears. Oh my.”
She chuckled in spite of herself. “That is why they’re martyrs.”
“Exactly.” He turned away from Sebastian and beamed at her. “So you’re faced with the pagan horde and their primitive yet hideously efficient implements of torture. Why not just say, ‘Sure, no problem, boys and girls. What god would you prefer I worship today?’ What you say doesn’t change what you think or what you believe, but they can certainly change your status of living.”
He jerked a thumb toward the canvas. “Just ask poor beleaguered Sebastian.”
“I can see you’d have prospered during persecutions.”
“Damn right.”
“What about words like courage, conviction, integrity?”
“Why die for a cause? Better to live for it.”
While she pondered his philosophy and searched for the flaws in it, he strolled over to study a table artfully crowded with religious artifacts. Silver crucifixes, chalices, relics.
“You’ve done an amazing job here, Dr. Jones.”
“I think it works very well. The Titians will be the major focal point of this room, along with your Raphael. It’s a magnificent piece, Ryan.”
“Yes, I like it quite a lot. Want to buy it?” He turned to grin at her. “The beauty of my business, Dr. Jones, is that everything has a price. Meet it, and it’s yours.”
“If you’re serious about selling the Raphael, I’ll work up a proposal. A great many of our pieces, however, are donated or on permanent loan.”
“Not even for you, darling.”
She only moved her shoulders. She hadn’t expected anything else. “I’d put The Dark Lady there,” she said suddenly. “Every time I imagined this room, worked on the angles, the flow, the theme, I’d see it standing on a white column with grapevines twining down. Right here.” She stepped forward. “Under the light here. Where everyone could see it. Where I could see it.”
“We’ll get it back, Miranda.”
She said nothing, annoyed with herself for daydreaming. “Do you want to see the next room? We have your Vasaris up.”
“Later.” He stepped to her. It had to be done. He’d intended to tell her immediately, but he hadn’t been able to face putting that haunted look back into her eyes. “Miranda, I got a call from my brother in San Francisco. From Michael. A body was pulled out of the bay last night. It was Harry Mathers.”
She only stared, her eyes locked on his for a long silent moment before she simply closed them and turned away. “It wasn’t an accident. It wasn’t random.”
“The news reports my brother’s heard don’t give many details. Just that he was killed before he was dumped in the water.”
His throat had been slit, Ryan thought, but there was no reason to add that detail. She already knew the who and why. What good would it do for her to know the how?
“Three people now. Three people dead. And for what?” With her back still to him she stared up at the glorious face of the Madonna. “For money, for art, for ego? Maybe all three.”
“Or maybe none of those, not really. Maybe it’s you.”
The quick stabbing pain in her heart had her shuddering once before she turned back. He saw the fear in her eyes, and knew that fear wasn’t for herself. “Because of me? Someone could hate me that much? Why? I can’t think of anyone I’ve had that kind of impact on, anyone I’ve hurt so deeply they would murder to protect a lie that ruins my professional reputation. For God’s sake, Ryan, Harry was only a boy.”
Her voice was grim now, sharp with the fury that rolled in behind the fear. “Just a boy,” she repeated, “and he was snipped off like a loose thread. Just as carelessly as that. Who could I matter to so much they would have a boy killed that way? I’ve never mattered to anyone.”
That, he thought, was the saddest thing he’d ever heard anyone say. Sadder still was the fact that she believed it. “You make more of an impact than you realize, Miranda. You’re strong, you’re successful. You’re focused on what you want and where you want to go. And you get there.”
“I haven’t stepped over anyone on the way.”
“Maybe you didn’t see them. Patrick’s been working on tracing that e-mail you received.”
“Yes.” She pushed a hand through her hair. Didn’t see them? she wondered. Could she be that self-absorbed, that remote, that cold? “Did he manage it? It’s been more than a week now. I thought he must have given up.”
“He never does when he has his teeth into a computer puzzle.”
“What is it? What are you trying not to tell me?”
“The user name was attached very briefly to an account. Put on and taken off, and buried under a great deal of computer jargon.”
She felt the cold ball form in her stomach. It would be bad, she knew. Very bad. “What was the account?”
He laid his hands on her shoulders. “It was your mother’s.”
“That’s not possible.”
“The message was routed out of Florence, on that area code, and under the account registered to Elizabeth Standford-Jones, and under her password. I’m sorry.”
“It can’t be.” She pulled away from him. “No matter how much—how little—no matter what,” she managed. “She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t hate me this much. I can’t accept that.”
“She had access to both bronzes. No one would question her. She sent for you, then she fired you and sent you home. She pulled you away from the Institute. I’m sorry.” He put his hand to her cheek. “But you’re going to have to consider the facts.”
It was logical. It was hideous. She closed her eyes, and let his arms come around her.
“Excuse me.”
  
She jerked in his arms as if they were bullets and not words at her back. Very slowly, she turned, took a long bracing breath. “Hello, Mother.”
Elizabeth didn’t look as though she’d spent the last several hours flying across an ocean and dealing with the small annoyances that come with international travel. Her hair was perfectly coiffed, her steel-blue suit showed not a single crease or wrinkle.
Miranda felt as she always did when faced with her mother’s unwavering perfection—tousled, awkward, ungainly. Now suspicion was added to the mix. Could this woman who’d preached integrity all of her life have betrayed her own daughter?
“I apologize for interrupting your . . . work.”
Too accustomed to parental disapproval to react, Miranda merely nodded. “Elizabeth Standford-Jones, Ryan Boldari.”
“Mr. Boldari.” Elizabeth assessed the situation, decided that the gallery owner had demanded Miranda’s participation in the project for more reasons than her qualifications. Because the results benefited the Institute, she put warmth in her smile. “How nice to finally meet you.”
“A pleasure.” He crossed the room to take her hand, noting that mother and daughter didn’t even bother with the cool air kisses women often exchanged. “I hope your flight was uneventful.”
“It was, thank you.” A beautiful face, she thought, and a smooth manner. The photographs she’d seen of him in art magazines over the years hadn’t quite been able to capture the power of the combination. “I apologize for not being able to get away sooner as I’d planned. I hope the project is progressing as you anticipated, Mr. Boldari.”
“Ryan, please. And it’s already exceeded my expectations. Your daughter is everything I could wish for.”
“You’ve been busy,” she said to Miranda.
“Very. We’ve closed off the wing on this level to the public for the last two days. The team’s put in a lot of hours, but it’s paying off.”
“Yes, I can see it is.” She scanned the room, impressed and pleased, but only said, “You have work to do yet, of course. You’ll be able to tap the talents of Standjo now. Several staff members flew out today, and a few others will be here by tomorrow. They know they’re at your disposal. Elise and Richard are here now, along with Vincente and his wife.”
“Does Andrew know Elise is here?”
Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. “If he doesn’t, he will shortly.” And the warning in her tone was clear. No personal family business was to be discussed or allowed to interfere. “Your father is due in tonight. He’ll be a tremendous help with the final selections of the artifacts.”
“I’ve already made the final selections,” Miranda said flatly.
“It’s rare that any project of this size can’t benefit from a fresh eye.”
“Are you planning to take me off this project too?”
There was a moment when it appeared Elizabeth would respond. Her lips trembled open, but then firmed again as she turned to Ryan. “I’d very much like to see your Vasaris.”
“Yes, Ryan, show her the Vasaris. They’re in the next area. If you’ll both excuse me, I have an appointment.”
“I feel obliged to tell you, Elizabeth,” Ryan began when Miranda walked out, “that this very impressive exhibit wouldn’t have been possible without your daughter. She conceived it, designed it, and has implemented it.”
“I’m well aware of Miranda’s talents.”
“Are you?” He said it mildly, with a slight and deliberately mocking lift of brow. “Obviously I’m mistaken then. I assumed since you didn’t comment on the results of four weeks of intense work on her part, you found them lacking in some way.”
Something flickered in her eyes that might have been embarrassment. He hoped it was. “Not at all. I have every confidence in Miranda’s capabilities. If she has a flaw it’s overenthusiasm and the tendency to become too personally involved.”
“Most would consider those assets rather than flaws.”
  
He was baiting her, but she couldn’t see the reason for it. “In business, objectivity is essential. I’m sure you’d agree.”
“I prefer passion in all things. Riskier, but the benefits are much more rewarding. Miranda has passion, but she tends to repress it. Hoping, I’d guess, for your approval. Do you ever give it?”
Temper showed coldly on her, a chill in the eyes, frost lining the voice. “My relationship with Miranda isn’t your concern, Mr. Boldari, any more than your relationship with her is mine.”
“Odd. I’d say the opposite was true, since your daughter and I are lovers.”
Her fingers tightened briefly on the strap of the slim leather attaché case she carried. “Miranda is an adult. I don’t interfere with her personal affairs.”
“Just her professional ones, then. Tell me about The Dark Lady.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“The Dark Lady.” He kept his eyes on hers. “Where is she?”
“The Fiesole Bronze,” Elizabeth said evenly, “was stolen from a storeroom at the Bargello several weeks ago. Neither I nor the authorities have any idea of its current location.”
“I wasn’t speaking of the copy, but of the original.”
“Original?” Her face remained blank. But he saw something behind it. Knowledge, shock, consideration—it was difficult to be sure with a woman with such rigid control.
“Elizabeth?” A group of people came in, with Elise in the forefront. Ryan saw a small, finely built woman with a pixie crop of hair and big, brilliant eyes. One step behind was a balding, pale-faced man he tagged as Richard Hawthorne, then a lushly built Sophia Loren look-alike with her arm through that of a robust man with olive skin and glossy white hair. The Morellis, he decided. Hovering over them, beaming loving avuncular smiles, was John Carter.
“Excuse me.” Elise linked her pretty hands together. “I didn’t know you were busy.”
  
More grateful for the interruption than she would allow to show, Elizabeth made introductions.
“It’s so nice to meet you,” Elise told him. “I was in your gallery in New York only last year. It’s a treasure. And this.” Her eyes shone as she turned a circle. “This is glorious. Richard, get your nose away from that map and look at the paintings.”
He turned, a sheepish smile on his face. “I can never resist a map. It’s an excellent exhibit.”
“You must have worked like dogs.” Vincente gave Carter a hearty slap on the back.
“I expected to be called on to scrub floors at any moment. Miranda had us jumping through hoops.” Carter smiled sheepishly again. “The restoration on the Bronzino was only finished yesterday. I heard everyone in the department shuddered when they saw her coming. Every department head’s been chugging Maalox for the past two weeks. Doesn’t seem to bother Miranda. Woman’s got nerves of steel.”
“She’s done a brilliant job.” Elise glanced around again. “Where is she?”
“She had an appointment,” Elizabeth said.
“I’ll catch up with her later. I hope she’ll put us to work.”
“She knows you’re available.”
“Good. I, um, I thought I’d see if Andrew’s free for a few moments.” She sent Elizabeth an apologetic and wistful smile. “I’d like to see how he’s doing. If you don’t need me just now.”
“No, go ahead.” She glanced over with mild amusement as Gina Morelli exclaimed and cooed over the display of jewelry. “Richard, I know you’ve been chafing to visit the library.”
“I’m predictable.”
“Enjoy yourself.”
“We’ll know where to find him,” Vincente said. “He’ll be buried in books. Me, I’ll wait for Gina to study and covet every bauble—then she’ll drag me shopping.” He shook his head. “She too is predictable.”
  
“Two hours,” Elizabeth announced, in the tone of the director. “Then we’ll meet back here and do what needs to be done.”
 
Elise hesitated outside the door of Andrew’s office. His assistant was away from her desk, and she was grateful. Ms. Purdue was devoted to Andrew and wouldn’t approve of an ex-wife’s unscheduled visit. She heard his voice through the open door. It was a strong voice and brought her an odd nostalgia.
She’d always liked his voice. The clear tone of it, the upper-crust accent, faintly Kennedyesque, she thought. She supposed, in her way, she’d seen him as a kind of scion of that type of high-powered, successful New England family.
There had been such potential in their marriage, she thought. She’d had such hopes. But in the end, there’d been nothing to do but divorce and move on. From what she knew, she had moved on with considerably more success than Andrew.
Though she was aware of the regret in her eyes, she fixed on a bright smile and rapped lightly on the jamb.
“We’re expecting five hundred guests,” he said into the phone, then glanced up and froze.
It all flooded back in individual drops of memory. The first time he’d seen her when she took over the job as assistant lab manager at his father’s recommendation. In a lab coat and goggles. The way she’d pushed the goggles up to rest on her head when Miranda introduced them.
The way she’d laughed and told him it was about time, when he finally worked up the nerve to ask her out.
The first time they’d made love. And the last.
The way she’d looked on their wedding day, radiant, delicate. The way she’d looked when she told him it was over, so cold and distant. And all the moods in between that had slipped from hope and happiness to dissatisfaction, disappointment, then lack of interest.
The voice on the phone was a buzzing in his ears. His hand fisted under the desk. He wished to God there was a drink in it.
  
“I’ll need to get back to you on the rest, but all the details are in the press release. I’m sure we can arrange for a short interview tomorrow night during the event. . . . You’re welcome.”
“I’m sorry, Drew,” she began when he hung up. “Ms. Purdue isn’t at her desk, so I thought I’d take the chance.”
“It’s all right.” The foolish words scraped at his throat. “Just another reporter.”
“The event is generating a lot of positive press.”
“We need it.”
“It’s been a difficult couple of months.” He didn’t rise as she thought he would, so she stepped into the room and faced him with his desk between them. “I thought it would be best, easier for both of us, if we had a few minutes. I wouldn’t have come, but Elizabeth insisted. And I have to admit, I would have hated to miss all of this.”
He couldn’t take his eyes off her, no matter how it burned his heart. “We wanted all the key staff members here.”
“You’re still so angry with me.”
“I don’t know what I am.”
“You look tired.”
“Putting this thing together hasn’t left a lot of time for R and R.”
“I know this is awkward.” She reached out a hand, then drew it back again, as if realizing it wouldn’t be welcomed. “The last time we saw each other was—”
“In a lawyer’s office,” he finished.
“Yes.” Her gaze dropped. “I wish it could have been handled differently. We were both so hurt and angry, Drew. I was hoping by now we could at least be . . .”
“Friends?” He let out a bitter laugh that didn’t hurt nearly as much as the innocuous word he’d forced through it.
“No, not friends.” Those fabulous eyes of hers went soft and damp with emotion. “Just something less than enemies.”
It wasn’t what she’d expected, this hard-eyed, cynical look. She’d expected regret, unhappiness, even a spurt of anger. She’d been prepared for any and all of that. But not for this tough shield that bounced all her efforts back at her.
He’d loved her. She knew he’d loved her, and had held on to that even as she signed her name on the divorce papers.
“We don’t have to be enemies, Elise. We don’t have to be anything anymore.”
“All right, this was a mistake.” She blinked, once, twice, and the tears were gone. “I didn’t want any difficulties to spoil tomorrow’s success. If you were upset and started drinking—”
“I’ve quit drinking.”
“Really.” Her voice was cool again, and the grim amusement in it sliced bloodlessly. It was a talent of hers he’d forgotten. “Where have I heard that before?”
“The difference is it has nothing to do with you now, and everything to do with me. I emptied plenty of bottles over you, Elise, and I’m done with it. Maybe that disappoints you. Maybe you’re insulted that I’m not crawling, not devastated to see you standing there. You’re not the center of my life anymore.”
“I never was.” Her control cracked enough to let the words snap through. “If I had been, you’d still have me.”
She spun around and rushed out. By the time she got to the elevator, tears were stinging her eyes. She punched the button with her fist.
He waited until the rapid click of her heels had echoed away before lowering his head to the desk. His stomach was in ragged knots and screaming for a drink, just one drink to smooth it all away.
She was so beautiful. How could he have forgotten how beautiful she was? She’d belonged to him once and he’d failed to hold her, to hold their marriage, to be the man she needed.
He’d lost her because he hadn’t known how to give enough, to love enough, to be enough.
He had to get out. Get air. He needed to walk, to run, to get the scent of her perfume out of his system. He used the stairs, avoiding the wing with all the bustle of work, slipped through the thin, early-evening visitors in the public areas and walked straight out.
He left his car in the lot and walked, walked until the worst of the burning in his gut had eased. Walked until he no longer had to concentrate to draw and release each breath evenly. He told himself he was thinking clearly now, perfectly clearly.
And when he stopped in front of the liquor store, when he stared at the bottles promising relief, enjoyment, escape, he told himself he could handle a couple of drinks.
Not only could he handle them, he deserved them. He’d earned them for surviving that face-to-face contact with the woman he’d promised to love, honor, and cherish. Who’d promised him the same. Until death.
He stepped inside, stared at the walls with bottles dark and light lining the shelves. Fifths and pints and quarts just waiting, just begging to be selected.
Try me and you’ll feel better. You’ll feel fine again. You’ll feel fan-fucking-tastic.
Glossy bottles with colorful labels. Smooth bottles with manly names.
Wild Turkey, Jim Beam, Jameson.
He picked up a bottle of Jack Daniel’s, running a finger over the familiar black label. And sweat began to pool at the base of his spine.
Good old Jack. Dependable Jack Black.
He could taste it on his tongue, feel the heat slide down his throat and fall welcome to warm his belly.
He took it to the counter and his fingers felt fat and clumsy as he reached for his wallet.
“This be all?” The clerk rang up the bottle.
“Yes,” Andrew said dully. “That’s it for me.”
He carried it with him, tucked into its slim paper sack. He felt the weight of it, the shape of it as he walked.
A twist of the top, and your troubles were over. The nasty ball of pain in your gut forgotten.
As the sun set toward twilight and the air cooled, he went into the park.
The yellow trumpets of the daffodils were rioting, a small ocean of cheer backed by the more elegant red cups of tulips. The first leaves were unfurling on the oaks and maples that would offer shade when the summer heat pounded during its short stay in Maine. The fountain trickled, a musical dance at the center of the park.
Over to the left, swings and slides were deserted. Children were home being washed up for supper, he thought. He’d wanted children, hadn’t he? Imagined making a family, a real family where those in it knew how to love, how to touch each other. Laughter, bedtime stories, noisy family meals.
He’d never pulled that off either.
He sat on a bench, staring at the empty swings, listening to the fountain play, and running his hand up and down the shape of the bottle in the thin paper bag.
One drink, he thought. Just one pull from the bottle. Then none of this would matter quite so much.
Two pulls, and you’d wonder why it ever had.
 
Annie drew two drafts while the blender beside her whirled with the fixings for a pitcher of margaritas. Happy hour on Friday nights was a popular sport. It was mostly the business crowd, but she had a couple of tables of college students taking advantage of the discount prices and free nibbles while they trashed their professors.
She arched her back, trying to work out the vague ache at the base of her spine as she scanned the room to be certain her waitresses were keeping the customers happy. She dressed the birdbath glasses with salt and lime.
One of her regulars was into a joke involving a man and a dancing frog. She built him a fresh Vodka Collins and laughed at the punch line.
The TV above the bar was showcasing a night baseball game.
She saw Andrew come in, saw what he had in his hand. Her stomach took a slow nosedive, but she kept working. Replaced crowded ashtrays with fresh empties, mopped damp rings from the bar. Watched him walk to it, take a seat on a vacant stool, set the bottle on the bar.
  
Their eyes met over the brown paper sack. Hers were carefully blank.
“I didn’t open it.”
“Good. That’s good.”
“I wanted to. I still want to.”
Annie signaled to her head waitress, then tugged off her bar apron. “Take over for me. Let’s take a walk, Andrew.”
He nodded, but he took the bag with him when he followed her out. “I went to a liquor store. It felt good to be in there.”
The streetlights were shining now, little islands of light in the dark. End-of-the-week traffic clogged the streets. Opposing radio stations warred through open car windows.
“I walked to the park and sat on a bench by the fountain.” Andrew shifted the bottle from hand to hand as if to keep it limber. “Nobody much around. I thought I could just take a couple of pulls from the bottle. Just enough to warm me up.”
“But you didn’t.”
“No.”
“It’s hard. What you’re doing is hard. And tonight, you made the right choice. Whatever it is, whatever’s wrong, you can’t add drinking to it.”
“I saw Elise.”
“Oh.”
“She’s here for the exhibit. I knew she was coming. But when I looked up and saw her, it just slammed into me. She was trying to make things better, but I wouldn’t let her.”
Annie hunched her shoulders, jammed her hands into her pockets, and told herself she was insane even pretending she and Andrew stood a chance. That she stood a chance. “You have to do what feels right to you there.”
“I don’t know what’s right. I only know what’s wrong.”
He walked back to the same park, sat on the same bench and set the bottle beside him.
“I can’t tell you what to do, Andrew, but I think if you don’t resolve this and let it go, it’s going to keep hurting you.”
  
“I know it.”
“She’s only going to be here a few days. If you could make your peace with it, and with her, while she’s here, you’d be better for it. I never made peace with Buster. The son of a bitch.”
She smiled, hoping he would, but he only continued to watch her with those steady, serious eyes. “Oh, Andrew.” She sighed, looked away. “What I mean is, I never made the effort so we could be civil, and it still eats at me some. He wasn’t worth it, God knows, but it eats at me. He hurt me, in a lot of ways, so all I wanted to do in the end was hurt him right back. But worse. Of course, I never did because he never gave a shit.”
“Why’d you stay with him, Annie?”
She pushed a hand through her hair. “Because I told him I would. Taking vows at the courthouse on your lunch hour’s just the same as doing it in a big church in a fancy white dress.”
“Yeah.” He gave the hand that now held his a squeeze. “I know it. Believe it or not, I wanted to keep mine. I wanted to prove that I could. Failing at it was like proving I wasn’t any different from my father, his father, any of them.”
“You’re yourself, Andrew.”
“That’s a scary thought.”
Because he needed it, and so did she, she leaned forward, laid her lips on his, let them part when he reached for her. Took him in.
God help her.
She could feel the edge of desperation, but he was careful with her. She’d known too many men who weren’t careful. The hand on his face stroked, felt the prickle of a day-old beard, then the smooth skin of his throat.
The needs that kindled inside her were outrageous, and she was afraid they wouldn’t help either of them.
“You’re not like them.” She pressed her cheek to his before the kiss could weaken her too much.
“Well, not tonight anyway.” He picked up the bottle, handed it to her. “There, that’s a hundred percent profit for you.”
There was a relief in it, he realized. The kind a man feels when he whips the wheel of his car just before plunging off a cliff. “I’m going to go to a meeting before I go home.” He puffed out a breath. “Annie, about tomorrow night. It would mean a lot to me if you’d change your mind and come.”
“Andrew, you know I don’t fit in with all those fancy art people.”
“You fit with me. Always have.”
“Saturday nights are busy.” Excuses, she thought. Coward. “I’ll think about it. I’ve got to go.”
“I’ll walk you back.” He rose, took her hand again. “Annie, come tomorrow.”
“I’ll think about it,” she repeated without any intention of doing so. The last thing she wanted to do was go up against Elise on the woman’s turf.
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“Y
ou need to get out of here.”
Miranda glanced up from her desk, where she was buried in a sea of papers, saw Ryan watching her from the doorway. “At this moment, I basically live here.”
“Why do you feel you have to do all of this yourself?”
She ran her pencil between her fingers. “Is there something wrong with the way it’s being done?”
“That’s not what I said.” He walked over, laid his palms on the desk and leaned toward her. “You don’t have to prove anything to her.”
“This isn’t about my mother. This is about making certain that tomorrow night is a success. Now I have several more details to see to.”
He reached over, plucked the pencil out of her hand and snapped it in two.
She blinked, stunned by the ripe and ready temper in his eyes. “Well, that was mature.”
“It’s more mature than doing the same to that stiff neck of yours.”
If she’d held a silver shield and lowered it between them, it would have been no less tangible a block than the way her face closed up.
“Don’t you shut me out. Don’t you sit there and play with one of your ubiquitous lists as if there’s nothing more important to you than the next item to be crossed off. I’m not a fucking item, and I know just what’s going on inside you.”
“Don’t swear at me.”
He turned on his heel and started for the door. She expected him to go straight through, to keep going, as others had. Instead he slammed the door, locked it. She got shakily to her feet.
“I have no idea why you’re so angry.”
“Don’t you? You think I didn’t see your face when I told you where that e-mail had come from? Do you really believe you’re so in control, Dr. Jones, that the devastation doesn’t show?”
It was killing him. Her complexities and complications were killing him. He didn’t want them, he thought furiously. He didn’t want to find himself constantly compelled to fight his way through to her.
“I don’t believe I in any way attempted to kill the messenger,” she began.
“Don’t take that private-school tone with me either, it doesn’t work. I saw your face when your mother walked in. How everything inside you went on hold. Cold storage.”
That got through, and stung. Brutally. “You asked me to accept the strong possibility that my mother used me, betrayed me, had me terrorized. That she’s involved in a major art theft that’s already resulted in three deaths. You asked me to do that, then you criticize the way I choose to deal with it.”
“I’d rather have seen you shove her on her ass and demand an explanation.”
“That might work in your family. We’re not quite so volatile in mine.”
“Yeah, yours prefers the carefully iced blade that slices bloodlessly. I can tell you, Miranda, heat’s cleaner in the end and a hell of a lot more human.”
  
“What did you expect me to do? Goddamn it, what? Scream at her, shout and rage and accuse?” She swept an arm over the desk, sending neatly arranged papers and carefully sharpened pencils flying. “Was I supposed to demand she tell me the truth? Confess or deny? If she hates me enough to have done this, she hates me enough to lie to my face.”
She shoved her desk chair, sent it crashing into the wall. “She never loved me. Never gave me one free gesture of affection. Neither of them, not to me, to Andrew, or to each other. In my whole life neither of them ever said they loved me, never even bothered to lie so I could have the illusion. You don’t know what it’s like never to be held, never to be told, and to ache for it.”
She pressed her hands to her stomach as if the pain centered there was unbearable. “To ache so hard and long that you have to stop wanting it or just die.”
“No, I don’t know what it’s like,” he said quietly. “Tell me.”
“It was like growing up in a fucking laboratory, everything sterile and perfectly in place, documented, calculated, but without any of the joy of discovery. Rules, that’s all. Rules of language, conduct, education. Do this and do it this way and no other, because no other is acceptable. No other is correct. How many of those rules has she broken if she’s done this?”
Her breath was heaving, her eyes blazing, her fists clenched. He’d watched, he’d listened, and hadn’t moved or raised his voice. The only sound in the room now was her own ragged breathing as she looked around her office at the destruction she’d caused.
Stunned, she shoved at her hair, rubbed her hand over her hard-pumping heart. For the first time she became aware there were tears streaming down her cheeks, so hot they should have burned her skin.
“Is that what you wanted me to do?”
“I wanted you to get it out.”
“I guess I did.” She pressed her fingers to her temples. “Tantrums give me a headache.”
  
“That wasn’t a tantrum.”
She let out a weak laugh. “What would you call it?”
“Honesty.” He smiled a little. “Even in my line of work I’m vaguely acquainted with the concept. You’re not cold, Miranda,” he said gently. “You’re just scared. You’re not unlovable, just unappreciated.”
She felt the tears, stood helplessly as they overflowed. “I don’t want it to be my mother who did this, Ryan.”
He went to her, nudged her fingers away and replaced them with his own. “We have a good chance of having the answers within the next couple of days. This will be over.”
“But I’ll have to live with those answers.”
 
He took her home and persuaded her to take a sleeping pill and go to bed early. The fact that he barely had to bully her into it only proved to him that she was running on fumes now.
When he was certain she was asleep, when Andrew was closed off in his own wing, Ryan changed into the dark sweater and jeans he preferred for nighttime breaking and entering.
He slipped his tools into his pocket, chose a soft-sided black briefcase with shoulder strap, in the event he found something he needed to transport back with him.
He found Miranda’s keys efficiently zipped in the side pocket of her purse. He walked quietly outside, got behind the wheel of her car, and adjusted the seat to suit him before putting it in neutral and releasing the brake. The car coasted downhill with its headlights shut off.
He could have claimed to have been restless, to have borrowed the car to take a drive, had either she or Andrew heard the engine. But why lie when it wasn’t necessary? He waited until he was a quarter of a mile down the drive, then turned on the ignition, switched on the lights.
Puccini was on the radio, and though he shared Miranda’s fondness for opera, it didn’t quite suit his mood. He noted the frequency, then hit scan. When he heard George Thorogood belting out “Bad to the Bone,” he grinned to himself and let it rip.
  
Traffic thickened a little on the edge of town. People heading to parties, he thought, to weekend dates, or home from either because they weren’t quite interesting enough. It was barely midnight.
A long way, he thought, from the city that never sleeps.
Early to bed, early to rise, these Yankees, he decided. Such an admirable people. He pulled into the hotel parking lot well away from the entrance. He was fairly certain the same admirable trait would hold true for the visitors from Florence. The seven-hour time difference could be a killer the first couple of days.
He’d stayed in the same hotel on his first trip, and knew the layout perfectly. He’d also taken the precaution of getting the room numbers for all the parties he intended to visit that night.
No one took notice of him as he crossed the lobby and walked directly to the elevators like a man in a hurry to get to his bed.
Elizabeth and Elise were sharing a two-bedroom suite on the top club level. The level required a key to release the elevator. And being a farsighted man—and because it was an old habit—he’d kept the access key when he checked out of the hotel himself.
He saw no lights under any of the three doors of the suite, heard no murmur of voices or television from inside.
He was inside the parlor himself in just under two minutes. He stood still, in the dark, listening, judging, letting his eyes adjust. As a precaution, he unlocked the terrace doors, giving himself an alternate route of escape should it become necessary.
Then he got to work. He searched the parlor first, though he doubted either woman would have left anything vital or incriminating in that area.
In the first bedroom he was forced to use the penlight, keeping it away from the bed, where he could hear the soft, steady sound of a woman breathing. He took a briefcase and a purse back into the parlor with him to search.
It was Elizabeth in the bed, he noted as he flipped through the wallet. He took everything out, going through every receipt, every scrap of paper, reading the notations in her datebook. He found a key just where her daughter kept hers—inside zipper pocket. A safe-deposit box key, he noted, and pocketed it.
He checked her passport, noting the stamps coincided with the dates his cousin had given him. It was Elizabeth’s first trip back to the States in more than a year, but she’d taken two quick trips into France in the last six months.
He put everything but the key back where he’d found it, repeated the same process on her luggage; then while she slept he searched her closet, the dresser, the cosmetic case in the bathroom.
It took him an hour before he was satisfied and moved on to the second bedroom.
He knew Andrew’s ex-wife very well by the time he was done. She liked silk underwear and Opium perfume. Though her clothes were on the conservative side, she favored the top designers. Expensive taste required money to indulge it. He made a note to check her income.
She’d brought work with her if the laptop on her desk was any indication. Which made her, in his mind, either dedicated or obsessive. The contents of her purse and briefcase were orderly, with no stray wrappers or scraps of papers. The small leather jewelry case he found contained a few good pieces of Italian gold, some well-chosen colored stones, and an antique silver locket containing a picture of a man facing a picture of a woman. They were faded black-and-white, and from the style he judged them to have been taken around World War II.
Her grandparents, he imagined, and decided Elise had a quietly sentimental streak.
He left the two women sleeping and moved down the hallway to Richard Hawthorne’s room. He too was fast asleep.
It took Ryan ten minutes to find the receipt for a storage facility in Florence—which he pocketed.
It took him thirteen to find the .38. That, he left alone.
In twenty, he’d located the small notebook hidden inside a black dress sock. Scanning the cramped handwriting with his light, Ryan read quickly and at random. His lips tightened on a grim smile.
He tucked the notebook in his pocket and let Richard sleep. He was, Ryan thought as he slipped out, in for a rude awakening.
 
“Excuse me, did you just say you broke into my mother’s bedroom last night?”
“Nothing was broken,” Ryan assured her. He felt as though he’d been chasing after Miranda for hours, trying to steal a half hour alone with her.
“Her bedroom?”
“I went in through the parlor, if it makes you feel any better. There was hardly any point in getting them all here, in one spot, if I wasn’t going to do something once they were. I got a safe-deposit key out of her purse. I found it odd she’d have one with her on a trip like this. But it’s an American bank. A Maine bank—with a branch in Jones Point.”
Miranda sat behind her desk, the first time she’d been off her feet since six that morning. It was now noon, and Ryan had finally buttonholed her during her meeting with the florist and given her the choice of walking to her office or being carried there.
“I don’t understand, Ryan. Why would a key to a bank box be important?”
“People generally keep things there that are important or valuable to them—and that they don’t want other people to get their hands on. In any case, I’ll check it out.”
He waited until Miranda opened her mouth, shut it again without saying a word. “I didn’t find anything in Elise’s room except for her laptop. Seemed strange to cart it all this way for a four-day trip when she’d be spending most of her time here. If I have time I’ll go back in and see if I can open it up while she’s out of the room.”
“Oh, that would be best,” she said with a breezy wave of her hand.
“Exactly. I found enough jewelry to break the back of an elephant in the Morelli suite. That woman has a serious glitter addiction—and if I can access Vincente’s bank account, we’ll see just how deep in debt he’s gone to pay for it. Now your father—”
“My father? He didn’t even get in until after midnight.”
“You’re telling me. I nearly bumped into him in the hall on my way out of your mother’s suite. Handy of the hotel to put everyone on the same floor.”
“We had the rooms blocked that way,” she murmured.
“In any case, doing the other rooms first gave him time to settle in. He was out like a light. Did you know your father’s been to the Cayman Islands three times in the last year?”
“The Caymans?” She wondered her head didn’t simply tumble off onto the floor, by the way it was reeling.
“Popular spot the Caymans. Good for scuba, sunshine, and money laundering. Now all that is idle speculation. But I hit gold in Hawthorne’s room.”
“You had a very full night while I was asleep.”
“You needed your rest. I found this.” He took the storage receipt out of his pocket, unfolded it. “He rented this space the day after the bronze was brought to Standjo. The day before your mother called and sent for you. What did Andrew say about coincidences? There aren’t any.”
“People rent space for all sorts of reasons.”
“They don’t generally rent a small garage just outside of the city when they don’t own a car. I checked, and he doesn’t. Then there was the gun.”
“Gun?”
“The handgun—don’t ask me the make and model. I try to avoid guns, but it looked very efficient to me.”
Idly, he took her coffeepot off the burner, sniffed, and was pleased to find what was left was still fresh. “I think there’s a law about transporting weapons on airplanes,” he added as he poured a cup. “I doubt he went through the proper channels to get it here. And why would a nice, quiet researcher need a gun to attend an exhibit?”
“I don’t know. Richard and a gun. It doesn’t make sense.”
“I think it might, once you read this.” He took the notebook out of his pocket. “You’ll want to read it, but I’ll give you the highlights. It describes a bronze, ninety point four centimeters, twenty-four point sixty-eight kilograms. A female nude. It gives test results on said bronze, dating it late fifteenth century in the style of Michelangelo.”
He watched her cheeks drain of color and her eyes go glassy, then held out the coffee until she’d wrapped both hands around the cup. “The date of the first test is at nineteen hundred hours, on the date The Dark Lady was accepted and signed for at Standjo. I imagine the lab’s closed at eight most nights.”
“He ran tests on it, on his own.”
“It lists them, step by step, giving times and results. Two solid nights’ work, and it adds several points of research. The documentation. He found something you didn’t, and he didn’t tell you about. An old baptismal record from the Convent of Mercy, written out by the abbess on a male child, infant. The mother’s name was recorded as Giulietta Buonadoni.”
“She had a child. I’d read there was a child, possibly the illegitimate son of one of the Medicis. She sent him away, most likely for his own protection as there was political tension during that period.”
“The child was baptized Michelangelo.” He saw when the idea struck home. “One might speculate, after his papa.”
“Michelangelo never fathered a child. He was, by all accounts, homosexual.”
“That doesn’t make him incapable of conceiving a child.” But he shrugged. “Doesn’t mean the kid was his either, but it does make the theory that they had a close personal relationship highly possible, and if they did . . .”
“It helps support the likelihood that he would have used her as a model.”
“Exactly. Hawthorne thought it was important enough to record it in his little book—and to keep the information from you. If they were lovers, even once, or if they had a close enough platonic relationship that she would name her only child after him, it goes a long way toward concluding that he created the bronze of her.”
“It wouldn’t be proof, but yes, it would add weight. It makes it less and less likely that he’d never used her, and we have no documentation of any other sculpture or painting of Michelangelo’s that uses Giulietta as a model. Oh, it’s good,” she murmured, shutting her eyes. “If nothing else, as a springboard to keep looking.”
“He didn’t want you to look.”
“No, and I stepped in line in that area. I left nearly all of the research in his hands. What I did came primarily from sources he gave me. He recognized it, exactly as I did. Probably the minute he saw it.”
“I’d say that’s an accurate assumption, Dr. Jones.”
She could see the sense of it now, the logic and the steps. “Richard stole the bronze and copied it. And the David, he had to have taken that as well.” Her fisted hand pressed against her midriff. “He killed Giovanni.”
“It wouldn’t be proof,” Ryan said, laying the book on her desk. “But it would add weight.”
“We need to take this to the police.”
“Not yet.” He laid his hand on the book before she could grab it. “I’d feel a lot more . . . confident of the outcome if we had the bronzes in hand before we talk to cops. I’ll go to Florence tomorrow, check out his garage. If they’re not there, they’ll be in his apartment, or the record of where they are will be. Once we’ve got them, we’ll work out what to tell the cops.”
“He has to pay for Giovanni.”
“He will. He’ll pay for it all. Give me forty-eight hours, Miranda. We’ve come this far.”
She pressed her lips together. “I haven’t lost sight of what this can do for my career, or what it can mean to the art world. And I know we made a deal. But I’m asking you now to agree, to promise, that justice for Giovanni will come first.”
“If Hawthorne’s responsible for Giovanni, he’ll pay. I’ll promise you that.”
“All right. We’ll wait until you’re back from Florence to go to the police. But tonight. How can we possibly go through with tonight? He’ll be there. He’s here now.”
“Tonight goes as scheduled. You have hundreds of people coming,” he went on before she could object. “It’s all in place. You just ride the current. The Institute, and my galleries, are too far into it to pull out. You’re too far in. And we don’t know if he acted alone.”
She ran her hands up and down her arms. “It could still be my mother. It could be any of them.”
There was nothing he could do about the haunted look in her eyes. “You have to handle it, Miranda.”
“I intend to.” She dropped her hands. “I will.”
“Hawthorne’s made a mistake. Now we’ll see if he—or someone else—makes another one. When I have the bronzes, we’ll give him to the cops. I have a feeling he won’t want to hang alone.”
She jumped to her feet. “Hang.”
“It’s an expression.”
“But—prison or worse. That’s what this means. Years, even a lifetime in prison or . . . If it’s one of my family, if it’s one of them, Ryan, I can’t. No, I can’t handle it. I was wrong.”
“Miranda—” He reached for her hands, but she tossed them up in panic.
“No, no, I’m sorry. It’s not right, I know it’s not right. Giovanni, and that poor man with his wife, his children, but . . . if we find out it’s one of them, I don’t know if I can live with knowing I helped put them behind bars.”
“Just a damn minute.” He grabbed onto her before she could evade, surprising them both with the quick and hot spurt of temper. “Whoever’s responsible for this put your life on the line. I’m going to see that they pay for that too.”
“No, not my life. My reputation, the momentum of my career.”
“Who hired that son of a bitch to terrorize you with a knife? Who’s been sending you faxes to frighten you, to hurt you?”
“It must have been Richard.” Misery swamped her eyes. “And if it wasn’t, I can’t be responsible for sending one of my family to prison.”
“What’s your alternative? To let them walk? To leave The Dark Lady wherever she is, destroy that book, forget what’s been done?”
“I don’t know. But I need time too. You asked for forty-eight hours. I’m asking you to give me the same. There has to be a middle ground. Somewhere.”
“I don’t think so.” He picked up the book, balancing it on his palm as if weighing it. Then he held it out. “You take it, keep it.”
She stared at it, taking it gingerly as if the leather would burn. “How am I going to get through the rest of the day? Through tonight?”
“With that Yankee spine of yours? You’ll do just fine. I’ll be with you. We’re in this together.”
She nodded, put the book in a drawer and locked it. Forty-eight hours, she thought. That was all the time she had to decide whether to make the book public, or to burn it.
 
It’s going to be perfect. I know exactly how it will work now. It’s all in place. Miranda put it all in place for me. All those people will be there, admiring the great art, sliding champagne down their throats, stuffing all the pretty canapés in their mouths. She’ll move among them, gracious and cool. The brilliant Dr. Jones. The perfect Dr. Jones.
The doomed Dr. Jones.
She’ll be her own centerpiece, basking in the compliments. A brilliant exhibition, Dr. Jones. A glorious display. Oh yes, they’ll say it, and they’ll think it, and the mistakes she made, the embarrassment she caused will fade into the background. As if all my work was nothing.
Her star’s rising again.
Tonight, it falls.
I’ve planned my own exhibit for tonight, one that will overshadow hers. I’ve titled it Death of a Traitor.
I believe the reviews will be very strong.
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N
o one knew her stomach was alive with manic butterflies wielding tiny scythes. Her hands were cool and steady, her smile easy. Inside her mind she could see herself jittering with every step, stuttering through every conversation. But the shield was up, the unflappable Dr. Jones firmly in place.
She’d chosen to wear a long column of midnight blue with a high banded collar and sleeves that ended in narrow cuffs. She was grateful for the amount of flesh it covered, because she felt cold, so cold. She hadn’t been warm since Ryan had given her the book.
She watched her mother, elegant as an empress in a gown of petal pink, working the crowd—a touch on the arm there, an offered hand or cheek. Always the right thing to say at the right time to the right person.
Her husband was beside her, of course, dashing in his tuxedo, the well-traveled adventurer with the interesting air of a scholar. How handsome they looked together, how perfect the Joneses of Jones Point appeared on the surface. Not a flaw to mar the polish. And no substance beneath the gloss.
  
How smoothly they worked as a team when they chose, she thought. They would choose for the Institute, for art, for the Jones reputation as they had never chosen for family.
She wanted to hate them for it, but she thought of the book and all she felt was fear.
She turned away from them and moved through the archway.
“You belong in one of those paintings behind you.” Ryan took her hand, shifting her around moments before she approached another small group. “You look magnificent.”
“I’m absolutely terrified.” Then she laughed a little, realizing that only a few months ago she wouldn’t have been able to tell anyone what was inside her. “I always seem to be in crowds.”
“So we’ll pretend it’s just you, and just me. But one thing’s missing. You need champagne.”
“I’m sticking with water tonight.”
“One glass, one toast.” He handed her one of the flutes he’d taken from a roaming waiter. “To the very successful results of your work, Dr. Jones.”
“It’s difficult to enjoy it.”
“Fall into the moment,” he reminded her. “This is a good moment.” He touched his lips lightly to hers. “I find your shyness endearing.” He murmured it against her ear, causing more than one eyebrow to rise. “And your skill in masking it admirable.”
The clouds in her eyes lifted. “Were you born with that talent or did you develop it?”
“Which? I have so many.”
“The talent of knowing exactly the right thing to say at precisely the right time.”
“Maybe I just know what you need to hear. There’s dancing in the Center Hall. You’ve never danced with me.”
“I’m a terrible dancer.”
“Maybe you’ve never been properly led.” It made her eyebrows lift in mild disdain, just as he’d hoped. “Let’s find out.”
He kept a hand at the small of her back as they maneuvered through the groups. He knew how to work a crowd as well, she noticed. How to charm with a few words, and keep moving. She could hear the faint strains of a waltz—piano and violin—the murmur of conversation, the occasional trill or rumble of laughter.
She’d had the Center Hall decorated with trailing vines and potted palms, all glittering with the tiny white Italian lights that reminded her of stars. Fragrant white lilies and bloodred roses speared out of crystal vases draped in gold ribbon. Every individual drop of the antique chandelier had been hand-washed in vinegar water for a brilliant waterfall sparkle.
Couples circled, pretty pictures in their formal dress, or stood sipping wine. Others gathered on the staircase, or sat in the chairs she’d had dressed in rose damask.
At least a dozen times she was stopped, congratulated. If there were occasional murmurs about the Fiesole Bronze, most people were discreet enough to wait until she was out of earshot.
“There’s Mrs. Collingsforth.” Miranda nodded to a woman with an amazing stack of white hair in a gown of maroon velvet.
“Of the Portland Collingsforths?”
“Yes. I want to make sure she has everything she needs—and to introduce you. She’s very fond of attractive young men.”
Miranda wound her way through to where the widow was sitting, keeping time to the music with her foot. “Mrs. Collingsforth, I hope you’re enjoying yourself.”
“Lovely music,” she said in a voice like the caw of a crow. “Pretty lights. It’s about time you put some punch into this place. Places that house art shouldn’t be stuffy. Art’s alive. Shouldn’t be stored like corpses. And who might this be?”
“Ryan Boldari.” He bent down to take her hand and kiss the gnarled knuckles. “I asked Miranda to introduce us, Mrs. Collingsforth. I wanted to thank you, personally, for your generosity in lending the Institute so many wonderful pieces from your collection. You’ve made the exhibit.”
“If the girl threw more parties instead of burying herself in a laboratory, I’d have lent them to her sooner.”
“I couldn’t agree more.” He beamed at Mrs. Collingsforth, making Miranda feel superfluous. “Art needs to be celebrated, not simply studied.”
“Keeps herself glued to a microscope.”
“Where one often misses the big picture.”
Mrs. Collingsforth narrowed her eyes, pursed her lips. “I like you.”
“Thank you. I wonder, madam, if I could impose on you for a dance.”
“Well.” Her eyes twinkled. “I’d enjoy that, Mr. Boldari.”
“Please, call me Ryan,” he requested as he helped her to her feet. He tossed Miranda one wolfish grin over his shoulder as he led Mrs. Collingsforth into the music.
“That was smooth,” Andrew murmured at Miranda’s shoulder.
“As grease on a tree limb. It’s a wonder he doesn’t slide off and break his neck.” Because the champagne was still in her hand, she sipped. “Did you meet his family?”
“Are you kidding? I think every other person here is related to him. His mother collared me, wanting to know if we’d ever considered holding art classes for children here, and why not, didn’t I like children? And before I knew it she was introducing me to this child psychologist—single, female,” Andrew added. “She’s great.”
“The psychologist?”
“No—Well, she seemed very nice and nearly as confused as I was. Ryan’s mother. She’s great.” His hands were in his pockets, then out, wrapped around the carved newel post, fiddling with his tie.
Miranda took one of them and squeezed. “I know this is hard for you. All these people—Elise.”
“Sort of a minor trial by fire. Elise, the parents, me, and cases of free booze everywhere.” He glanced toward the entrance again. Annie hadn’t come.
  
“You need to keep busy. Do you want to dance?”
“You and me?” He shot her a stunned look, then dissolved in easy and genuine laughter. “We’d both end up in the ER with broken toes.”
“I’ll risk it if you will.”
His smile went tender. “Miranda, you’ve always been a high point in my life. I’m okay. Let’s just watch people who know what they’re doing.”
Then his smile stiffened. Miranda didn’t have to shift her gaze to know he’d seen Elise.
She came up to them, a sleek fairy in filmy white. Even as Miranda wanted to resent, she saw the nervousness in Elise’s eyes.
“I just wanted to congratulate you, both of you, on a wonderful and successful exhibit. Everyone’s raving about it. You’ve done a fabulous job for the Institute, and the organization.”
“We had a lot of help,” Miranda said. “The staff put in long, hard hours to make this happen.”
“It couldn’t be more perfect. Andrew.” She seemed to take a deep gulp of air. “I want to apologize for making things difficult. I know my being here is awkward for you. I won’t be staying much longer tonight, and I’ve decided to go back to Florence tomorrow.”
“You don’t have to change your plans for my benefit.”
“It’s for mine too.” She looked at Miranda then, struggled with a smile. “I didn’t want to leave without taking a minute to tell you how much I admire what you accomplished here. Your parents are very proud.”
Miranda goggled before she could control it. “My parents?”
“Yes, Elizabeth was just saying—”
“Annie.” Andrew said the name, almost like a prayer, and Elise broke off to stare up at him. “Excuse me.”
He moved away, making his way toward her. She looked lost, he thought, in a sea of people. And so lovely with her shining hair. Her red dress glowed like a flame, throwing off heat and life among all the sober and conservative black.
  
“I’m so glad you came.” He caught her hands like lifelines.
“I don’t know why I did. I already feel ridiculous.” The dress was too short, she thought. It was too red. It was too everything. Her department store earrings looked like cheap chandeliers—and what had possessed her to buy shoes with rhinestone buckles? She must look like a slutty Pilgrim.
“I’m so glad you’re here,” he said again, and ignoring the raised eyebrows, kissed her.
“Why don’t I just grab a tray, pass drinks? I’d fit in better that way.”
“You fit in fine. Come over and talk to Miranda.” But when he turned, his eyes locked with Elise’s. She stood exactly where he’d left her. He saw Miranda touch her arm, murmur something, but Elise only shook her head, then hurried away.
“Your wife looked upset,” Annie commented as acid churned in her stomach.
“Ex-wife,” Andrew reminded her, grateful to see Miranda making her way toward them.
“Annie, it’s so good to see you. Now I know who Andrew’s been looking for all evening.”
“I wasn’t going to come.”
“I’m glad you changed your mind.” It was rare for Miranda to follow impulse, but she did so now, bending down to press her cheek to Annie’s. “He needs you,” she whispered, then straightened with a smile. “I see some people I think you’d enjoy meeting. Andrew, why don’t you introduce Annie to Mr. and Mrs. Boldari.”
He followed the direction of her nod and grinned. “Yeah, thanks. Come on, Annie, you’re going to love these people.”
It lifted Miranda’s heart, that warm glow she’d seen in Andrew’s eyes. Her spirits rose, so much so that she allowed Ryan to pull her into a dance.
When she caught a glimpse of Richard, his nose all but pressed to a painting of the Holy Family, his eyes intent behind his glasses, she simply turned away.
  
She’d take Ryan’s advice—this time—and live in the moment.
She was considering another glass of champagne and another dance, when Elizabeth found her. “Miranda, you’re neglecting your duties. I’ve spoken with several people who said they’ve yet to have a word with you. The exhibition isn’t enough, you have to follow through.”
“Of course, you’re right.” She handed the champagne she hadn’t yet sipped to her mother and their gazes held for one long moment. “I’ll do my duty. I’ll do what has to be done, for the Institute.” She stepped back.
No, she realized, she was also going to do what needed to be done, for herself. “You might have said—just once tonight you might have said to me that I’d done a good job. But I suppose it would have stuck in your throat.”
She turned, walked up the stairs to mingle with the guests on the second level.
“Is there a problem, Elizabeth?”
She flicked a glance over at her husband as he came to her side, then looked back up at Miranda. “I don’t know. I suppose I’ll have to find out.”
“Senator Lamb would like to see you. He’s a big supporter of the NEA.”
“Yes, I know who he is.” Her voice was a shade too sharp. Deliberately she smoothed it out. “I’ll be happy to speak with him.”
And then, she thought, she was going to deal with Miranda.
 
She lost track of Ryan, assumed that Andrew was making Annie comfortable with the Boldaris. For an hour, Miranda concentrated on her role as hostess. When she finally slipped off into the ladies’ room, she was desperately relieved to find it empty.
Too many people, she thought, leaning against the counter a moment. She just wasn’t good with so many people. Conversations, small talk, weak jokes. Her face was stiff from holding a smile in place.
Then she shook herself. She had nothing to whine about. Everything was perfect. The exhibit, the gala, the press, the response. It would all go a long way to repairing the recent chinks in her reputation.
She should be grateful for it. She would be grateful for it if she knew what to do next.
Decisions were for tomorrow, she reminded herself. Tomorrow, after she’d confronted her mother. That was the only answer, she decided. The only logical step. It was time the two of them faced off.
And if her mother was guilty? Part of a conspiracy of theft and murder?
She shook her head. Tomorrow, she thought again, and reached in her bag for her lipstick.
The explosion of sound had her hand jerking. The slim gold tube clattered onto the counter. Her eyes, locked on their twins in the mirror, went wide with shock.
Gunshots? Impossible.
Even as the denial raced through her, she heard the high, horrified sound of a woman’s scream.
She rushed to the door, knocking her bag off the counter and scattering its contents behind her.
Outside people were shouting, some were running. She shoved through, using hands and elbows. She broke free and ran for the steps just as Ryan rounded the lower landing.
“It— From upstairs. It came from upstairs.”
“Stay here.”
He might have saved his breath. She hiked up her skirt and was pounding up behind him. He knocked aside the velvet rope that blocked the third-floor office level from the party area.
“You check that way,” she began. “I’ll look down—”
“The hell you will. If you won’t stay put, then you’ll come with me.” He took a firm hold of her hand, doing his best to block her body with his as he started down the hall.
More footsteps sounded on the stairs behind them. Andrew leaped the last three. “That was a gun. Miranda, go downstairs. Annie, go down with her.”
  
“No.”
Since neither woman was going to listen, Ryan gestured to the left. “You check that way. We’ll go down here. Whoever fired the gun is probably long gone,” he said as he cautiously nudged open a door. “But you stay behind me.”
“What are you? Bulletproof?” She reached in under his arm and flicked on the light. He simply shoved her back and stepped into the room himself to do a quick sweep. Satisfied it was empty, he pulled her in.
“Use this office. Lock the door and call the police.”
“I’ll call them when I know what to tell them.” She elbowed him aside and strode down the hall to the next room.
He all but wrenched her arm out of its socket. “Try to be a little less of a target, Dr. Jones.”
They worked their way down until he spotted a faint light pooling under the door leading to her office. “You changed for the party here. Did you leave your light on?”
“No. And the door should be locked. It’s not quite closed.”
“Take off your shoes.”
“Excuse me?”
“Take off your shoes,” he repeated. “I want you to be able to run if you have to, not break an ankle in those heels.”
Saying nothing, she leaned against him long enough to remove them. It should have been funny, she thought, the way he took one, holding it spike out like a weapon as they approached the door.
But her hand was going damp in his, and she couldn’t find the humor.
He eased to the side of the door, nudged it. It opened another two inches, then bumped into an obstruction. Once again, Miranda reached under his arm to turn on the overheads.
“Oh my God.”
She recognized the lower half of the filmy white gown, the soft glitter of silver shoes. Dropping to her knees, she pushed at the door with her shoulder until she could squeeze inside.
Elise lay crumpled, facedown. Blood trickled from a wound at the back of her head and slipped over her pale cheek. “She’s alive,” Miranda said quickly, when she pressed her fingers to Elise’s throat and found a fluttery pulse. “She’s alive. Call an ambulance. Hurry.”
“Here.” He shoved a handkerchief into her hand. “Press that against it. See if you can stop the bleeding.”
“Just hurry.” She folded it into a pad, wanting the thickness, and applied pressure. Her gaze skimmed over, rested on the bronze Venus she kept in her office. A copy of the Donatello Ryan coveted.
Another bronze, she thought dully. Another copy. Another victim.
“Miranda, what—” Andrew pushed in the door, then jerked to a stop. “Jesus. Oh Jesus, Elise.” He was on his knees, fumbling at the wound, at her face. “Is she dead? Oh sweet God.”
“No, she’s alive. Ryan’s calling for an ambulance. Give me your handkerchief. I don’t think it’s deep, but I need to stop the bleeding.”
“She needs to be covered. Do you have a blanket, some towels?” Annie demanded. “You need to keep her warm in case she’s in shock.”
“In my office. There’s a throw. Just through there.”
Annie stepped quickly over Andrew.
“I think we need to turn her over.” Miranda pressed the fresh cloth firmly. “To make sure there’s no other injury. Can you do it, Andrew?”
“Yeah.” His mind had gone stone cold. He reached out carefully, supporting Elise’s neck as he rolled her. Her eyelids fluttered. “I think she’s coming around. I don’t see any blood except for the head wound.” He touched a finger gently to a bruise forming on her temple. “She must have hit her head there when she fell.”
“Miranda.” Annie stepped back into the room. Her eyes were dark, her voice dull. “Ryan wants you. Andrew and I will take care of her.”
  
“All right. Try to keep her calm if she comes around.” She got to her feet, stopping only when Annie squeezed her arm.
“Brace yourself,” she murmured, then moved over to cover Elise with the throw. “She’ll be all right, Andrew. The ambulance is on its way.”
Miranda stepped into her office. One ambulance wasn’t going to be enough, she thought dizzily. A couple of handkerchiefs weren’t going to mop up all this blood.
It was pooling on her desk, dripping down to soak into her carpet. Splatters of it were on the window behind her desk like sticky red rain.
On her desk, flung onto his back with red spreading over his frilled white shirt, was Richard Hawthorne.
 
Security kept the press and the curious away from the third floor. By the time the homicide team arrived, the scene had been secured, and Elise was on her way to the hospital.
Miranda gave her statement again and again, going back over every step. And lying. Lying, she thought dully, was becoming second nature.
No, she had no idea why either Richard or Elise would have been in her office. No, she didn’t know why anyone would have killed him. When they finally told her she was free to leave, she walked downstairs on legs that felt as fragile as glass.
Annie sat on the bottom step, hugging her elbows.
“Won’t they let you leave, Annie?”
“Yeah, they said they were finished with me for now.”
Miranda glanced toward the guards flanking the archways, the scatter of police roaming the hall. And sat beside Annie. “I don’t know what to do with myself either. I think they’re still talking to Ryan. I didn’t see Andrew.”
“They let him go with Elise, to the hospital.”
“Oh. He would have thought that was the right thing to do.”
“He still loves her.”
“I don’t think so.”
“He’s still hung up on her, Miranda. Why wouldn’t he be?” Then she pressed her hands to the sides of her head. “And I’m insane, ashamed, pitiful to be worrying about that when a man’s been shot, and Elise is hurt.”
“You can’t always control your feelings. I didn’t used to believe that, but now I know.”
“And I used to have a good handle on mine. Well.” She sniffled, rubbed her hands over her face, then rose. “I’d better go home.”
“Wait for Ryan, Annie. We’ll drive you.”
“It’s okay. I’ve got my heap out there. I’ll be fine. You tell Andrew I hope Elise is okay, and. . . I’ll see him around.”
“Annie, I meant what I said earlier. He needs you.”
Annie dragged off her party earrings, rubbed the blood back into her earlobes. “He needs to count on himself. He needs to know who he is and what he wants. I can’t help him with that, Miranda, and neither can you.”
She couldn’t seem to help anyone, Miranda thought when she was alone and staring down at her hands. Nothing she’d touched, nothing she’d done over the last months had resulted in anything other than disaster.
She looked over her shoulder as she heard footsteps on the stairs. Ryan came down, skirted around her, then saying nothing, brought her to her feet and into his arms.
“Oh God, oh God, Ryan. How many more?”
“Ssh.” He stroked her back. “It was his own gun,” he murmured in her ear. “The same one I found in his room. Someone shot the poor bastard with his own gun. There was nothing you could have done.”
“Nothing I could have done.” She said it wearily, but pulled back to stand on her own. “I want to go to the hospital, check on Elise. Andrew’s there. He shouldn’t be alone.”
 
He wasn’t. It surprised Miranda to see her mother in the waiting lounge, staring out the window, a paper cup of coffee in her hand.
Andrew stopped pacing when she came in, then shook his head and began again.
  
“Is there any word?” Miranda asked him.
“They stabilized her down in emergency. X rays, tests—they haven’t come in to tell us the results. The resident on duty downstairs thought concussion, but they want to do a CAT scan to rule out any brain damage. She was out a long time. She lost a lot of blood.”
And some of it, he noted, stained the hem of Miranda’s dress.
“You should go home,” Andrew said. “Ryan, take her home.”
“I’m going to stay with you, just the way you’d stay with me.”
“Okay. Okay.” He rested his brow against hers. They stood linked while Elizabeth turned from the window and studied them. When she caught Ryan watching her, her cheeks pinkened slightly.
“There’s coffee. It’s neither fresh nor palatable, but it’s very strong and hot.”
“No.” Miranda moved away from Andrew, stepped forward. “Where’s Father?”
“I—don’t know. I believe he was going back to the hotel. There was nothing for him to do here.”
“But you’re here. We need to talk.”
“Excuse me, Dr. Jones.”
All three of them turned, made Cook’s mouth twitch. “Guess that’s pretty confusing.”
“Detective Cook.” Miranda’s stomach was quickly sheathed in ice. “I hope you’re not ill.”
“Ill? Oh, oh, hospital, sick. No. I came down to talk to Dr. Warfield once the doctors clear it.”
“To Elise?” Baffled, Andrew shook his head. “I thought you were with robbery. Nobody was robbed.”
“Sometimes these things are connected. The homicide boys will talk to her. Going to be a long night. Maybe you can tell me what you know, give me a clearer picture before I talk to Dr. Warfield.”
“Detective . . . Cook, is it?” Elizabeth moved forward. “Is it really necessary to hold an interrogation in a hospital waiting room while we’re waiting with some degree of distress for test results?”
“I’m sorry for your distress, ma’am. Dr. Jones.”
“Standford-Jones.”
“Yes, Elizabeth Standford-Jones. You’re the victims’ employer.”
“That’s correct. Both Richard and Elise work for me in Florence. Worked for me,” she amended with a faint change in color. “Richard worked for me.”
“What did he do for you?”
“Research, primarily. Richard was a brilliant art historian. He was a fount of facts and data, but more, he understood the spirit of the work he researched. He was invaluable.”
“And Dr. Warfield?”
“She is my lab director in Florence. She’s a capable, efficient, and trustworthy scientist.”
“She used to be your daughter-in-law.”
Elizabeth’s gaze didn’t waver, nor did it flick toward her son. “Yes. We’ve retained a good relationship.”
“That’s good. Most times ex-mothers-in-law tend to blame their sons’ wives for the trouble. You don’t see many who can work together and . . . retain a good relationship.”
“We’re both professional women, Detective. And I don’t allow family difficulties to interfere with work, or with my opinion of an individual. I’m quite fond of Elise.”
“Anything going on between her and Hawthorne?”
“Going on?” It was said with such frigid disgust the temperature seemed to plummet. “What you’re suggesting is insulting, demeaning, and inappropriate.”
“My information is that they were both single adults. I don’t mean any insult by asking if they were involved. They were in a third-floor office together. The party was downstairs.”
“I have no idea why either of them was in Miranda’s office, but obviously they weren’t alone.” She moved past him when a doctor in green scrubs came to the doorway. “Elise?”
“She’s doing well,” he told them. “She has a fairly serious concussion, some disorientation, but the CAT scan was clear and she’s in stable condition.”
Elizabeth closed her eyes, and the breath she released was shaky. “I’d like to see her.”
“I cleared the police in. They wanted to question her as soon as possible, and she agreed. She became agitated when I suggested she wait until tomorrow. It seemed to ease her mind to talk to them tonight.”
“I’m going to want some time with her.” Cook took out his badge, then nodded toward Elizabeth and Andrew. “I’ll wait. I’ve got plenty of time.”
He waited over an hour, and wouldn’t have gotten in to see her then if once again she hadn’t insisted on making her statement.
Cook saw a fragile woman with a livid bruise on her right temple that spread purple toward her eyes. The eyes themselves were exhausted and rimmed with red.
But the flaws only added to her beauty. Her dark hair was swathed in white bandages. He knew the blow had been to the back of her head, and had bled profusely. He imagined they’d shaved some of that glossy hair to sew her up. Seemed a shame.
“You’re Detective . . . I’m sorry, I can’t remember the name they gave me.”
“Cook, ma’am. I appreciate you talking to me.”
“I want to help.” She winced as she shifted and the pain radiated through her head. “They’re going to give me drugs in a little while. I won’t be able to think clearly once they do.”
“I’ll try to make this fast. Mind if I sit here?”
“No, please.” She looked up at the ceiling as if focusing on moving beyond the pain. “Every time I begin, I think it’s a bad dream. It didn’t really happen.”
“Can you tell me what did happen? Everything you remember.”
“Richard. He shot Richard.”
“He?”
“I don’t even know that, not for sure. I didn’t see. I saw Richard.” Her eyes filled, spilled over, trailed tears down her cheeks. “He’s dead. They told me he was dead. I thought maybe . . . I don’t know—but they said he’s dead. Poor Richard.”
“What were you doing upstairs with him?”
“I wasn’t with him—I was looking for him.” She lifted her free hand to brush at the tears. “He said he’d go back to the hotel whenever I wanted to leave. Richard’s not much on parties. We were going to share a cab. I wanted to leave.”
“Dull party?”
“No.” She smiled a little. “It was a wonderful exhibit, beautifully presented. But I. . . I’m sure you know the background by now. Andrew and I used to be married, and it was awkward. He had a date there.”
“Excuse me, Dr. Warfield, but my information was that you divorced him.”
“Yes, I did, and it was final over a year ago, but that doesn’t stop you from feeling . . . from feeling,” she ended. “It was awkward and depressing for me. I felt obliged to stay for at least two hours. Elizabeth’s been very good to me, and this was important to her. Miranda and I have remained somewhat cautious friends, and I didn’t want to leave the impression that her work didn’t matter. But I wanted to go and I didn’t think anyone would notice by that time.”
“So you went looking for Hawthorne.”
“Yes. He only knew a handful of people there, and he’s not a very social man. We’d agreed to leave around ten-thirty, so I tried to find him. I expected to find him huddled in a corner, or with his nose up against some map. Then I thought he might have gone upstairs, to the library. He wasn’t there. Ah . . . I’m sorry, I keep losing my train of thought.”
“That’s okay. You take your time.”
She closed her eyes. “I wandered around for a while, and I saw the light in Miranda’s office. I started to go back down, but then I heard his voice. I heard him shout something, something like, ‘I’ve had enough.’”
Her fingers began to tug at the sheet in agitated little plucks. “I walked over. There were voices. But I couldn’t hear what they were saying.”
“Was it a man’s voice, or a woman’s?”
“I don’t know.” Wearily, she rubbed at the center of her forehead. “I just don’t know. It was very low, only a murmur really. I stood there a minute, not quite sure what to do. I suppose I thought he and Miranda might have come up to discuss something, and I didn’t want to interrupt.”
“Miranda?”
“It was her office, so I just assumed. I thought maybe I’d just go back alone, and then . . . I heard the shots. They were so loud, so sudden. I was so shocked I didn’t think. I ran inside. I think I called out. I— It’s just not clear.”
“That’s all right. Just tell me what you remember.”
“I saw Richard, lying over the desk. The blood everywhere. The smell of it and what must have been gunpowder. Like a burn on the air. I think I screamed. I must have screamed, then I turned. I was going to run. I’m so ashamed, I was going to run and leave him there. Someone—something hit me.”
Gingerly, she reached around to press at the bandage on the back of her head. “I just remember this flash of light inside my head, then nothing at all. Nothing until I woke up in the ambulance.”
She was crying openly now and tried to reach the box of tissues on the table next to the bed. Cook handed it to her, waited until she’d wiped her face.
“Do you remember how long you looked for him?”
“Ten or fifteen minutes, I think. I don’t really know.”
“When you went into the office, you didn’t see anyone?”
“Only Richard—” She closed her eyes so that tears squeezed through her lashes. “Only Richard, and now he’s dead.”
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I
t was nearly dawn when Annie opened the door and found Andrew in the hall. He was sheet-pale, his eyes heavy with shadows. He was still in his tux, the tie loose around his neck, the first stud missing. The snowy shirt was marred by creases and blood.
“Elise?”
“She’s going to be all right. They’ll keep her for observation, but she was lucky. Concussion, a few stitches. There’s no sign of intracranial bleeding.”
“Come inside, Andrew. Sit down.”
“I needed to come, to tell you.”
“I know. Come on in. I’ve already made coffee.”
She was bundled in a robe, and had washed the makeup from her face, but he saw how tired her eyes were. “Have you been to bed?”
“I gave it a shot. It didn’t work. I’ll make us some breakfast.”
He closed the door, watched her walk the short distance to the kitchen and open the undersized refrigerator. She took out eggs, bacon, a frying pan. She poured coffee into two thick blue mugs.
  
The early light played through the narrow windows, made patterns on the floor. The room smelled of coffee and carnations.
Her feet were bare.
She laid bacon in the black iron skillet and soon the room was full of its scent and sound. Solid, Sunday morning sounds, he thought. Easy homey scents.
“Annie.”
“Sit down, Andrew. You’re asleep on your feet.”
“Annie.” He took her by the shoulders, turned her around. “I needed to go with Elise tonight.”
“Of course you did.”
“Don’t interrupt. I needed to go, to make sure she was all right. She was my wife once, so I owed her that. I didn’t handle the marriage well, and handled the divorce less well. I thought about that while I was waiting for the doctor to come out and tell us how she was. I thought about that and what I might have done differently to make it work between us. The answer is nothing.”
He let out a short laugh, running his hands up and down her arms. “Nothing. It used to be realizing that made me feel like a failure. Now it just makes me understand the marriage failed. I didn’t, she didn’t. It did.”
Almost absently, he bent to kiss the top of her head. “I waited until I was sure she was going to be all right, then I came here because I had to tell you.”
“I know that, Andrew.” In support, and with mild impatience, she patted his arm. “The bacon’s going to burn.”
“I haven’t finished telling you. I haven’t started to tell you.”
“Tell me what?”
“My name is Andrew, and I’m an alcoholic.” He seemed to quiver once, then steady. “I’ve been sober for thirty days. I’m going to be sober for thirty-one. I sat in the hospital tonight and I thought about drinking. It just didn’t seem to be the answer. Then I thought about you. You’re the answer. I love you.”
Her eyes went damp, but she shook her head. “I’m not your answer, Andrew. I can’t be.” She pulled away, started to turn the bacon, but he reached over and snapped off the flame.
“I love you.” He cupped his hands over her face to hold her still. “Part of me always has. The rest of me had to grow up enough to see it. I know what I feel and I know what I want. If you don’t have those same feelings for me, and don’t want what I want, then you tell me. You tell me straight. It’s not going to send me out looking for a bottle. But I need to know.”
“What do you want me to say?” She rapped one frustrated fist against his chest. “You’re a Ph.D. I’m GED. You’re Andrew Jones of the Maine Joneses, and I’m Annie McLean from nowhere.” She put her hands over his, but couldn’t quite make herself draw his away from her face. “I run a bar, you run the Institute. Get a grip on yourself, Andrew.”
“I’m not interested in your snobbery right now.”
“Snobbery?” Her voice cracked with insult. “For God’s sake—”
“You didn’t answer my question.” He tugged until she was on her toes. “What do you feel for me, and what do you want?”
“I’m in love with you, and I want a miracle.”
His smile spread slowly, dimples deep in his cheeks. She was quivering under his hands, and his world had just gone rock steady. “I don’t know if it’ll qualify as a miracle. But I’ll do my best.” He picked her up.
“What are you doing?”
“Taking you to bed.”
Panic fluttered in her throat and curled all the way down to her toes. “I didn’t say I’d go to bed with you.”
“You didn’t say you wouldn’t. I’m taking a big chance here.”
She grabbed the doorjamb and clung for dear life. “Really? Is that so?”
“Damn right. You may not like my moves this time around. If not, you’ll probably turn me down when I ask you to marry me.”
Her fingers went limp as wax and slid off the wood. “You—you could ask me now and save yourself the suspense.”
“No.” His eyes on hers, he laid her on the bed. “After. After, Annie,” he murmured, and sank into her.
It was coming home, it was finding treasure. It was simple, and it was extraordinary.
They weren’t innocent this time, weren’t fumbling children, eager and curious. And all the years between then and now had given what was between them time to ripen.
Now was like decanting wine of a fine vintage.
Her arms came around him. He was so gentle, so careful, so gloriously thorough. His big hands smoothed over her, tracing her throat, her shoulders, paving the way for his lips.
He murmured to her, wonderful foolishness, as he stripped out of his jacket, let her help him out of his shirt. Then his flesh cruised along hers and made them both sigh.
Dawn was breaking in the rosy red light that heralded storms. But there in the narrow bed was peace and patience. Each touch, each taste was taken, was given with quiet joy.
Even when she trembled, when the need began to build to an ache inside her, she smiled and brought his mouth to hers again.
He took his time, stroking her body to life, his own pacing it. And the first time she crested, arching up and up with a moan of delight, he rolled with her for the sheer joy of it.
He traced kisses down her back, over her shoulder blades, down to her hips, then shifted her over to nuzzle at her breasts. Her hands moved over him, exploring, testing, arousing. As breath thickened and the sun grew strong, he slipped inside her.
A slow and steady rhythm, savoring, prolonging. Belonging. She rose and fell with him, making the climb, twined with him as they reached the top, holding tight when they trembled there. Falling with him was like drifting out of the clouds.
Then he shifted his weight, drew her against his side, buried his face in her hair.
  
“I still like your moves, Andrew.” She sighed against his shoulder. “I really like your moves.”
He felt whole again, healed. “I like your tattoo, Annie. I really like your tattoo.”
She winced. “Oh God, I forgot about it.”
“I’m never going to look at a butterfly in quite the same way again.” When she laughed and lifted her face, he continued to smile. “It’s taken me a long time to figure out what I need, what makes me happy. Give me a chance to make you happy. I want to build a life and a family with you.”
“We both really screwed up the first time.”
“We weren’t ready.”
“No.” She touched his face. “It feels like we are now.”
“Belong to me.” He pressed a kiss into her palm. “Let me belong to you. Will you, Annie?”
“Yes.” She laid her hand over his heart. “Yes, Andrew. I will.”
 
Ryan stood in Miranda’s office, trying to picture it. Oh, he could still imagine clearly enough the way it had looked the night before. Such things plant themselves on the brain and are rarely rooted out even with great effort.
There was a nasty stain on the carpet, the windows were smeared, and the dust from the crime scene investigation coated every surface.
How far would the bullet have propelled Richard’s body? he wondered. How close to each other had he and his killer been standing? Close enough, he thought, for the bullets to have left powder burns on the tuxedo shirt. Close enough for Hawthorne to have looked into his murderer’s eyes and have seen his death there.
Ryan was damn sure of that.
He stepped back, moved to the doorway, scanned the room.
Desk, chairs, window, the lamp that had been switched on. Counter, file cabinets. He could see it all.
“You shouldn’t be in here, Mr. Boldari.”
“They’ve taken the tape down,” Ryan said without turning. “It seems the investigators got all they could from this area.”
“Better we keep it closed off a while yet.” Cook waited until Ryan moved out of the doorway, then shut the door. “No need to have Dr. Jones see all that again, is there?”
“No, no need at all.”
“But you wanted to see it again.”
“I wanted to see if I could get it all clear in my mind.”
“And have you?”
“Not entirely. There doesn’t appear to be any sign of a struggle, does there, Detective?”
“No. Everything tidy—but for the desk.”
“The victim and his killer would have been standing about as close as you and I are just now. Wouldn’t you say?”
“Give or take a few inches. Yeah, he knew who pulled the trigger, Boldari. You’d met him, hadn’t you?”
“Briefly, when he arrived Friday, and again on the night he died.”
“Never met him before that?”
“No, I hadn’t.”
“I wondered about that, seeing as you’re in art, he was in art.”
“There are a great many people in various areas of the business I haven’t met.”
“Yeah, but you know, it’s a small world. You move around this place pretty tame.”
“As do you,” Ryan murmured. “Do you think I came up here last night and put two bullets into Richard Hawthorne?”
“No, I don’t. We’ve got several witnesses who put you downstairs when the shots were fired.”
Ryan leaned back against the wall. His skin felt sticky, as if some of the nastiness in the next room had clung to him. “Lucky for me I’m a sociable guy.”
“Yeah—of course a few of those people are related to you, but there were those who weren’t. So I figure you’re clear. Nobody can seem to say where Dr. Jones, Dr. Miranda Jones, was during the time in question.”
  
Ryan came off the wall quickly, almost violently, before he controlled it. But the move had caused Cook’s eyes to flicker. “You two have gotten very friendly.”
“Friendly enough that I know Miranda’s the last person who could kill.”
Idly, Cook took out a stick of gum, offered it, then unwrapped it for himself when Ryan only continued to stare at him. “It’s funny what people can do with the right motivation.”
“And hers would be?”
“I’ve done a lot of thinking about that. There’s the bronze, the one from here, the one that got lifted out of a display case very slick, very professional. I tracked a number of burglaries with that pattern. Somebody knows what they’re doing, somebody’s damn good at their job, somebody has connections.”
“So now Miranda’s a thief—an expert art burglar?”
“Or she knows one, is friendly enough with one,” he added with a thin smile. “Funny how the paperwork on that piece went away too. Even funnier how I did some checking with a foundry this place uses, found out somebody else was doing some checking there. Somebody who claimed he was a student here at the Institute, gave a song and dance about checking on a bronze figure that was cast there about three years ago.”
“And that would have exactly what to do with this?”
“The name he gave at the foundry doesn’t check with the records here. And the bronze he was so interested in was a statue of David with sling. Seems he even had a sketch of it.”
“Then that might have something to do with your burglary.” Ryan inclined his head. “I’m delighted to know you’re making some progress there.”
“Oh, I plod right along. Seems Dr. Jones—Miranda Jones taught a class on Renaissance bronze figures.”
“Being an expert in the field, I’m sure she’s taught several on the subject, or related ones.”
“One of her students used the foundry to cast a bronze David long after the missing bronze arrived for her to test.”
  
“That’s fascinating.”
Cook ignored the mild sarcasm in Ryan’s tone. “Yeah, it means there’s lots of little dangles wanting to be tied up. The student, he dropped out right after that bronze was cast. And you know, somebody checked with his mother, said they were from here, wanted to get in touch with him. Kid moved to San Francisco. A couple nights ago, they fished him out of the bay.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“You’ve got family in San Francisco.”
This time Ryan’s eyes narrowed and sparked. “Be careful, Detective.”
“Just making a comment. Kid was an artist, you got an art gallery out there. I figured you might have known him. Name was Mathers, Harrison Mathers.”
“No, I don’t know a Harrison Mathers, but I can check easily enough to see if we display any of his work.”
“Might not be a bad idea.”
“Is this Mathers what you’d call another dangle?”
“Oh yeah, just one of those things that make you scratch your head. Then I start thinking about that big-deal bronze in Florence, the one that turned out not to be such a big deal. I’d think Dr. Jones would be pretty upset about that, pretty pissed off at her mother too, for kicking her off the project. I found out somebody stole that piece, went right into the storage area at the National Museum over there and took it, slick as spit. Now why would somebody want to take something, risk that kind of theft for something that isn’t worth more than the price of the metal?”
“Art’s a subjective mystery, Detective. Maybe someone took a liking to it.”
“Could be, but whoever did was a pro, not some half-ass thief. Pros don’t waste their time, unless they’ve got good reason. You’d agree with that, wouldn’t you, Mr. Boldari? Being a professional yourself.”
“Certainly.” Damned if he didn’t like this cop, Ryan mused. “I detest wasting time.”
“Exactly. Makes me wonder what that bronze is worth to somebody.”
  
“If I see it, Detective, I’ll do an appraisal and let you know. But I can tell you, if that bronze was real, if it was worth millions, Miranda wouldn’t kill for it. And I think you agree,” Ryan added. “Being a professional yourself.”
Cook chuckled. Something wasn’t square about the guy, he thought. But you had to like him. “No, I don’t think she killed anybody, and I can’t picture her dancing all over the world pinching pictures and statues. Woman’s got integrity pasted on her forehead. That’s why I know, in my gut, she’s hiding something. She knows more than she’s saying. And if you’re friendly enough with her, Boldari, you’ll convince her to tell me just what that is before somebody decides she’s expendable.”
 
She was asking herself just how much she could tell, how much she could risk telling. In the South Gallery, surrounded by the art of the masters, she sat with her hands over her face. And suffered.
She knew Cook was upstairs. She’d seen him come in, and like a child avoiding a lecture, had slipped behind a doorway until he’d passed by.
When her mother came in, she let her hands fall into her lap.
“I thought I might find you here.”
“Oh yes.” Miranda rose and picked up one of the champagne flutes from a huddle of them on a table. “Reliving past glories. Where else would I be? Where else would I go?”
“I haven’t been able to find your brother.”
“I hope he’s sleeping. It was a difficult night.” She didn’t add that he hadn’t been sleeping, at least not in his own bed, when she left the house that morning.
“Yes, for all of us. I’m going to the hospital. Your father’s meeting me there. Hopefully Elise is up to visitors, and she’d hoped they would release her by this afternoon.”
“Give her my best. I’ll try to stop by later this evening, either the hospital, or the hotel if they’ve let her go. Please tell her she’s welcome to stay at the house for as long as she likes.”
  
“It would be awkward.”
“Yes, but I’ll make the offer nonetheless.”
“It’s generous of you. She—It was fortunate she wasn’t hurt more seriously. It could have been . . . We might have found her like Richard.”
“I know you’re very fond of her.” Miranda set down the glass in the precise spot where it had been. She was careful to make certain the stem of the glass fit exactly on the outline it had left on the cloth. “Fonder, I think, than you ever were of your own children.”
“This is hardly the occasion for pettiness, Miranda.”
She looked up then. “Do you hate me?”
“What a ridiculous thing to say, and what an inappropriate time to say it.”
“When would be an appropriate time for me to ask my mother if she hates me?”
“If this stems from the business in Florence—”
“Oh, it goes back much farther, in much deeper than what happened in Florence, but that’ll do for now. You didn’t stand by me. You never have. All of my life I’ve waited for it, that moment when you’d finally be there. Why the hell weren’t you ever there for me?”
“I refuse to indulge you in this behavior.” With an icy stare, Elizabeth turned and started out.
She’d never know what prompted her to ignore a lifetime of training, but Miranda was across the room, grabbing Elizabeth’s arm, whirling her around with a violence that stunned both of them. “You will not walk out on me until I have an answer. I’m sick to death of having you walk literally and figuratively away from me. Why couldn’t you ever be a mother to me?”
“Because you’re not my daughter.” Elizabeth snapped it out, her eyes flaring to a blue burn. “You were never mine.” She wrenched her arm free, her breath coming fast and hard as control frayed. “Don’t you dare stand there and demand from me after all I’ve sacrificed, all I’ve endured because your father elected to pass his bastard off as mine.”
“Bastard?” Her world, already shaky, tilted away under her feet. “I’m not your daughter?”
  
“No, you are not. I gave my word that I would never tell you.” Infuriated that she’d allowed temper and fatigue to undermine her control, Elizabeth strode to the window, stared out. “Well, you’re a grown woman, and perhaps you have a right to know.”
“I—” Miranda pressed a hand to her heart because she wasn’t sure it continued to beat. She could only stare at the rigid back of the woman who’d so suddenly become a stranger. “Who is my mother? Where is she?”
“She died several years ago. She was no one,” Elizabeth added, turning back. The sun wasn’t kind to women of a certain age. In its glare Miranda saw that Elizabeth looked haggard, almost ill. Then a cloud rolled over the sun and the moment was gone. “One of your father’s . . . short-term interests.”
“He had an affair.”
“His name is Jones, isn’t it?” Elizabeth said bitterly, then waved a hand as if annoyed. “In this case, he was careless and the woman became pregnant. She was not, apparently, as easily shaken off as most. Charles had no intention of marrying her, of course, and when she realized that, she insisted he deal with the child. It was a difficult situation.”
A quick, nasty stab of pain lanced through the shock. “She didn’t want me either.”
With the faintest of shrugs, Elizabeth walked back and sat. “I have no idea what the woman wanted. But what she chose to do was demand that Charles raise you. He came to me and outlined the problem. My choices were to divorce him, live with the scandal, lose what I had begun to build here at the Institute, and give up my plans for my own facility. Or—”
“You stayed with him.” Beneath the shock, the hot edge of hurt, was a simmering outrage. “After a betrayal like that, you stayed with him.”
“I had a choice. I made the one that was best for me. It was not without sacrifice. I had to go into seclusion, lose months while I waited for you to be born.” The memory of that could still swim to the surface like acid. “When you were, I had to present you as mine. I resented the fact of you, Miranda,” she said evenly. “Perhaps that’s unfair, but it’s accurate.”
“Yes, let’s be accurate.” Unable to bear it, she turned away. “Let’s stick with the facts.”
“I’m not a maternal woman nor do I pretend to be.” Elizabeth gestured again, with some impatience in her voice. “After Andrew was born, I had no intention of having another child. Ever. Then through circumstances that were none of my doing, I was given the responsibility of raising my husband’s child as my own. You were a reminder of his carelessness to me, of his lack of marital integrity. For Charles you were a reminder of a serious miscalculation.”
“Miscalculation,” Miranda said quietly. “Yes, I suppose that’s accurate too. It’s hardly a mystery now why neither one of you could ever love me—love at all if it comes to that. You don’t have it inside you.”
“You were well taken care of, given a good home, a fine education.”
“And never a moment of true affection,” Miranda finished, turning back. What she saw was a woman of rigid control, towering ambition, who had traded emotion for advancement. “I beat myself up all of my life to be worthy of your affection. I was wasting my time.”
Elizabeth sighed, got to her feet. “I’m not a monster. You were never harmed, never neglected.”
“Never held.”
“I did my best by you, and gave you every opportunity to prove yourself in your field. Up to and including the Fiesole Bronze.” She hesitated, then rose to open one of the bottles of water the cleaning staff had yet to clear.
“I took your reports, the X rays, the documents home. After I’d calmed down, after the worst of the embarrassment faded, I wasn’t quite sure you could have made such blatant mistakes, or that you would skew test results. Honesty has never been something I doubted in you.”
“Oh, thank you very much,” Miranda said dryly.
“The reports, the documents were stolen out of my home safe. I might not have known, but I wanted something before I left to come here. And I saw they were gone.”
She poured water into a glass, recapped the bottle, then sipped. “I wanted to get your grandmother’s pearls, to bring them here and put them in the safe-deposit box I keep at the local bank. I was going to give them to you before I left.”
“Why?”
“Perhaps because while you were never mine, you were always hers.” She set the glass aside. “I won’t apologize for what I’ve done or the choices I’ve made. I don’t ask you to understand me, any more than I have ever been able to understand you.”
“So, I just live with it?” Miranda demanded, and Elizabeth lifted a brow.
“I have. I will ask you to keep what we’ve spoken of in this room. You are a Jones, and as such have a responsibility to uphold the family name.”
“Oh yes, one hell of a name it is.” But she shook her head. “I know my duties.”
“Yes, I’m sure you do. I have to meet your father.” She picked up her bag. “I will discuss this with him if you like.”
“For what purpose?” Suddenly Miranda was weary, too weary to worry, to wonder, or to care. “Nothing’s really changed at all, has it?”
“No.”
When she was gone, Miranda let out a half-laugh and walked to the window. The storm that had been threatening all day was rolling in on a blistered sky.
“You okay?”
She leaned back as Ryan laid his hands on her shoulder. “How much did you hear?”
“Most of it.”
“Eavesdropping again,” she murmured, “sneaking in on little cat’s paws. I don’t know how to feel.”
“Whatever you feel, it’s right. You’re your own woman, Miranda. You always have been.”
“I guess I have to be.”
  
“Will you talk to your father about this?”
“What would be the point? He’s never seen me. He’s never heard me. And now I know why.” She closed her eyes, turned her cheek into his hand. “What kind of people are they, Ryan, that I come from? My father, Elizabeth, the woman who gave me to them?”
“I don’t know them.” Gently, he turned her until they were face-to-face. “But I know you.”
“I feel . . .” She drew a long breath, and let it come. “Relieved. For as long as I can remember, I’ve been afraid I was like her, had no real choice about being like her. But I’m not. I’m not.”
Shuddering once, she laid her head on his shoulder. “I don’t ever have to worry about that again.”
“I’m sorry for her,” he murmured. “For closing herself off to you. To love.”
Miranda knew what love was now, the terror and thrill of it. Whatever happened, she was grateful that part of herself had been opened. Even if the lock had been picked by a thief.
“Yes, so am I.” She held on, one last moment, then drew away to stand on her own. “I’m going to go to Cook with Richard’s book.”
“Give me time to get to Florence. I didn’t want to leave today, not when you had all this on your mind. I’ll leave tonight if I can manage it, or first thing in the morning. We’ll cut it back to thirty-six hours. That should do it.”
“I can’t give you more than that. I need this to be over.”
“It will be.”
She smiled, found it easier than she’d imagined. “And no sneaking into bedrooms, no riffling through jewelry boxes or safes.”
“Absolutely not. As soon as I’m finished with the Carters.”
“Oh, for God’s sake.”
“I won’t steal a thing. Didn’t I resist those pearls of your grandmother’s? All that lovely Italian gold of Elise’s? Even the pretty little locket I could have given one of my nieces? I’d have been a hero.”
  
“Your nieces are too young for lockets.” She let out a sigh and leaned her head on his shoulder again. “I didn’t get mine until I was sixteen. My grandmother gave me a very pretty heart-shaped one that her mother had given to her.”
“And you put a lock of your boyfriend’s hair in it.”
“Hardly. I didn’t have boyfriends. She’d already put her picture in it anyway, and my grandfather’s. It was to help me remember my roots.”
“Did it?”
“Of course. Good New England stock always remembers roots. I’m a Jones,” she said quietly. “And Elizabeth was right. I might never have been hers, but I was always my grandmother’s.”
“You’ll have her pearls now.”
“Yes, and I’ll treasure them. I lost the locket a few years ago. Broke my heart.” Feeling better, she straightened. “I need to get maintenance in here. We have to put this place back in order. I’m hoping we can open the exhibit to the public tomorrow.”
“You do that,” he murmured. “I’ll meet you back at the house later. Go straight there, will you, so I don’t have to search you out.”
“Where else would I go?”
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ndrew whistled as he walked into the house. He knew a grin was plastered on his face. It had been there all day. It wasn’t just the sex—well, he thought, jogging up the stairs, the sex hadn’t hurt. It had been a long dry spell for old Andrew J. Jones.
But he was in love. And Annie loved him back. Spending the day with her had been the most exciting, the most peaceful, the most amazing experience he’d ever known. It had been almost spiritual, he decided with a chuckle.
They’d cooked breakfast together, and had eaten it in bed. They’d talked until his throat was raw. So many words, so many thoughts and feelings bursting to get out. He’d never been able to talk to anyone the way he could talk to Annie.
Except Miranda. He couldn’t wait to tell Miranda.
They were going to be married in June.
Not a big, formal wedding, nothing like what he and Elise had done. Something simple and sweet, that’s what Annie wanted. Right in the backyard with friends and music. He was going to ask Miranda to be his best man. She’d get such a kick out of that.
  
He stepped into his bedroom. He wanted to get out of the wrinkled mess of the tuxedo. He was taking Annie out to dinner, and tomorrow, he was buying her a ring. She said she didn’t need one, but on that one issue he was going into override.
He wanted to see his ring on her finger.
He shrugged out of his jacket, tossed it aside. He vowed to shovel out his room sometime that week. He and Annie wouldn’t be moving in after they were married. The house was Miranda’s now. The new Dr. and Mrs. Jones were going house hunting as soon as they got back from their honeymoon.
He was going to take her to Venice.
He was still grinning as he struggled to tug out his studs. Out of the corner of his eye he caught a blur of motion. Pain exploded in his head, a burst of red light behind his eyes. His knees buckled as he tried to turn, tried to strike out. The second blow had him crashing into a table and falling into the black.
 
The storm broke. Miranda was still a mile from home when the rain flooded over her windshield. Lightning slashed so close that its companion burst of thunder shook the car. It was going to be a mean one. She forced herself to slow her speed though she wanted nothing more at that moment than to be home, to be dry and warm and inside.
Fog was sneaking along the ground, masking the shoulder of the road. To narrow her concentration, she switched off the radio, shifted forward in her seat.
But her mind played it all back.
The call from Florence, then the mugging. John Carter flying out while she was delayed. The bronze had been in the safe in her mother’s office. Who had access to the safe? Only Elizabeth.
But if Miranda’s association with Ryan had taught her anything, it was that locks were made to be picked.
Richard had run tests; therefore, he had gained access to the bronze. Who had worked with him? Who had brought the gun to the Institute and used it?
  
John? She tried to imagine it but kept seeing his homely, concerned face. Vincente? Loud, friendly, avuncular Vincente? Could either of them have pumped two bullets into Richard, have struck Elise?
And why in her office, why at an event with hundreds of people wandering the lower levels? Why take such a risk?
Because it had impact, Miranda realized. Because it once again put her name in the paper in a scandal. Because it had ruined the opening of the exhibit and overshadowed all the effort she’d put into it.
It was personal, it had to be. But what had she done to create that kind of animosity and obsession? Who had she harmed? John, she thought. If she was disgraced beyond repair, if she was forced to resign from the Institute, he would be the logical choice for her replacement. It would mean a promotion, a larger salary, more power and prestige.
Could it be that simple?
Or Vincente. He’d known her the longest, been the closest to her. Was there something she’d done to cause resentment, envy? Was it a matter of money to buy the jewels, the clothes, the big, splashy trips that made his young wife happy?
Who else was left? Giovanni and Richard were dead, Elise was in the hospital. Elizabeth . . .
Could that lifetime of resentment have bloomed into this kind of hate?
Leave it for the police, she told herself, and rolled the worst of the tension out of her shoulders when she pulled the car to the front of the house. In less than thirty-six hours she would pass this nasty ball over to Cook.
It meant spending most of her evening working out every step she could tell him. And all the steps she couldn’t.
She picked up her briefcase. Richard’s book was inside it, and she intended to read it cover to cover tonight. Maybe she’d missed something on the one quick skim she’d had time for.
The fact that her umbrella was in the trunk rather than on the seat beside her only proved her thoughts were too scattered and distracted for logical reasoning. She used the briefcase as a shield, holding it over her head as she made a dash to the porch.
She was soaked through anyway.
Inside, she dragged a hand through her hair to scatter the rain, and called out for Andrew. She hadn’t seen him since she left the hospital the night before, but his car was parked in its usual spot. It was time, she’d decided, they too had a talk.
It was time she told him everything, trusted him enough for that.
She called out again as she started upstairs. Damn it, she wanted to get out of her wet clothes, take a hot bath. Why wouldn’t he at least answer?
Probably sleeping, she thought. The man slept like the dead. Well, he was going to have to do a Lazarus, because she wanted to tell him everything she could before their mother arrived.
“Andrew?” His door wasn’t quite closed, but she gave it a perfunctory knock before nudging it open. The room was pitch-dark, and though she imagined he would curse viciously, she reached for the light switch that would turn on the floor lamp. She muttered an oath of her own when the lamp stayed dark.
The power was still on. Damn it, he hadn’t replaced the bulb again. She started forward, intending to give him a good shake, and tripped over him.
“Andrew, for God’s sake!” In a brilliant flash of lightning she saw him at her feet, still wearing the tux he’d put on the night before.
It wasn’t the first time she’d come across him passed out in his clothes, sprawled on the floor and stinking of liquor.
The anger came first, one hot spurt of it that pushed her to just turn around, just walk out and leave him where he’d fallen. Then the disappointment, the grief flooded in.
“How could you do this to yourself again?” she murmured. She crouched down, hoping he wasn’t so far gone that she couldn’t rouse him and get him into bed.
It struck her suddenly that she didn’t smell whiskey, or the sick sweat that carried it. She reached down, shook him, then with a sigh laid a hand on his head.
And felt the sticky warmth. Blood.
“Oh God. Andrew. No, oh please.” Her smeared and trembling fingers probed for a pulse. And the bedside lamp switched on.
“He’s not dead. Yet.” The voice was soft, with a light laugh at the edges. “Would you like to keep him alive, Miranda?”
 
Normally Ryan hated to repeat himself, but he let himself into Elizabeth’s suite exactly as he’d done before. It wasn’t the time for fancywork. The rooms were silent and empty, but that didn’t matter to him.
He’d have found a way around, or through, any occupant.
In the bedroom, he took out the jewelry case precisely as he had two nights ago. And removed the locket.
It was only a hunch, just a kernel of ice in his gut, but he’d learned to follow his instincts. He studied the old photographs, saw no particular resemblance. Then again, perhaps around the eyes. Maybe there was something around the woman’s eyes.
Using a small probe, he popped the elegant little oval out. She’d had it inscribed under her photo, not her husband’s. He’d thought she would.
And his blood was cool and steady as he read it: Miranda, on the occasion of your sixteenth birthday. Never forget where you come from or where you wish to go. Gran
“We’ve got you,” he said quietly, and slipped the locket into his pocket. He was already pulling his phone out as he hurried back out to the corridor.
 
“Elise.” Miranda forced herself to speak calmly, to keep her eyes on Elise’s face and not on the gun that was pointed dead-center at her chest. “He’s badly hurt. I need to call an ambulance.”
“He’ll keep for a while.” With her free hand, she tapped the neat bandage on the back of her own head. “I did. It’s amazing how quickly you can bounce back from a good bash on the head. You thought he was drunk, didn’t you?” Her eyes glittered with delight at the thought. “That’s really perfect. If I’d thought of it and had time, I’d have gotten a bottle and poured it over him. Just to set the scene. Don’t worry, I only hit him twice—not nearly as often, or as hard, as I hit Giovanni. But then Andrew didn’t see me. Giovanni did.”
Terrified Andrew would bleed to death while she did nothing, Miranda snatched up a T-shirt from the littered floor, balled it, and pressed it to the wound.
“Giovanni was your friend. How could you have killed him?”
“I wouldn’t have had to if you’d left him out of it. His blood’s on your hands, just like Andrew’s is right now.”
Miranda curled her fingers into her palm. “And Richard.”
“Oh, Richard. He killed himself.” A faint line of irritation dug between her eyebrows. “He started falling apart right after Giovanni. Falling apart, piece by piece. Cried like a baby, told me it had to stop. No one was supposed to die, he said. Well.” She moved her shoulders. “Plans changed. The minute he sent you that ridiculous e-mail, he was dead.”
“But you sent the others, the faxes.”
“Oh yes.” With her free hand, Elise twisted the delicate gold chain draped around her neck. “Did they frighten you, Miranda? Confuse you? Make you wonder?”
“Yes.” Keeping her movements slow, she tugged a blanket from the foot of the bed and settled it over her brother. “You killed Rinaldi too.”
“That man was a constant annoyance. He kept insisting the bronze was real—as if a plumber would know anything about it. He even stormed into Elizabeth’s office, babbling, rambling. But it made her start thinking. I could tell.”
“You have the bronze, but you’ll never be able to sell it.”
“Sell it? Why should I want to sell it? Do you think this is about money?” She pressed a hand to her stomach as she laughed. “It’s never been about money. It’s you. It’s you and me, Miranda, like it’s always been.”
Lightning shimmered against the glass of the window behind Elise, ragged forks of it digging into the sky. “I’ve never done anything to you.”
“You were born! You were born with everything right at your fingertips. The prized daughter of the house. The eminent Dr. Jones of the Maine Joneses, with your highly respected parents, your fucking bloodline, your servants, your snooty grandmother in her big house on the hill.”
She gestured wildly, turning Miranda’s stomach to a greasy wave as the gun swung in every direction. “You know where I was born? In a charity ward, and I lived in a lousy two-room apartment because my father wouldn’t acknowledge me, wouldn’t accept the responsibility. I deserved everything you had, and I got it. But I had to work for it, to beg for scholarships. I made sure I went to the same colleges as you did. I watched you, Miranda. You never even knew I was there.”
“No.” Miranda removed the cloth from Andrew’s head. She thought the flow of blood was slowing. She prayed it wasn’t wishful thinking.
“Then again, you didn’t do much socializing, did you? Amazing how all this money made you so boring. And I had to scrimp and save while all the time you were living in a nice house, being waited on, reaping in glory.”
“Let me call an ambulance for Andrew.”
“Shut up! Shut the hell up. I’m not finished.” She stepped forward, jabbing with the gun. “You shut the hell up and listen to me or I’ll shoot the sorry son of a bitch here and now.”
“Don’t!” Instinctively, Miranda shifted her body between the gun and Andrew. “Don’t hurt him, Elise. I’ll listen.”
“And keep your mouth shut. Jesus, I hate that mouth of yours. You talk and everybody listens. Like you spit gold coins.” She kicked a discarded shoe across the floor until it rapped solidly into the wall. “It should have been me, it should always have been me, and it would have been if the son of a bitch who got my mother pregnant, who promised her everything hadn’t been married to your grandmother.”
“My grandmother?” Miranda shook her head even as her fingers slid slowly down to check Andrew’s pulse. “You’re trying to tell me my grandfather was your father?”
“The old bastard just couldn’t keep his zipper up, even into his sixties. My mother was young and stupid and she thought he’d ditch his ice bitch of a wife and marry her. Stupid, stupid, stupid.”
To punctuate her feelings, she snatched up an agate paperweight from the occasional table and winged it over Miranda’s head. It boomed against the wall like a cannonball.
“She let herself be used. Let him get away without paying, never did one goddamn thing to make him pay, so we lived hand to mouth.” Her eyes glittered with fury as she shoved the table over.
Another Jones, Miranda thought frantically, another careless liaison and inconvenient pregnancy. She shifted to the balls of her feet, braced. But the gun swung back, its barrel aimed toward the center of her body. And Elise smiled beautifully.
“I watched you. I watched you for years. I planned for years. You were my goal as long as I can remember. I went into the same field. I was every bit as good as you. Better. I went to work for you. I married your useless brother, I made myself invaluable to your mother. I’m more of a daughter to her than you’ve ever been.”
“Oh yes,” Miranda said with perfect sincerity. “You are. Believe me, I mean nothing to her.”
“You’re the centerpiece. I’d have had your position sooner or later. You’d have been the one scrambling for scraps. Remember the David? That was quite a coup for you, wasn’t it?”
“So you stole it, had Harry copy it.”
“Harry was very enthusiastic. It’s so pitifully easy to manipulate men. They look at me and they think, She’s so delicate, so lovely. And all they want to do is fuck and protect.”
She laughed again, sliding her gaze down to Andrew. “I’ll say this for your brother. He had some good moves in bed. It was a nice side benefit, but breaking his heart was better. Watching him slide into the bottle because he couldn’t figure out what he’d done to turn me away. Poor, poor Andrew.”
Then her expression changed again, as capricious as the lightning outside and just as volatile. “I was going to reel him back eventually, after I’d finished everything. Finished you. What a beautiful irony that would be. I still will,” she added, with a smile blooming again. “That cheap little number he’s screwing now won’t even be a memory when I move back to Maine. That is, if I let him live.”
“There’s no need to hurt him. It’s not him, Elise. Let me call an ambulance. You can keep the gun on me. I won’t try to get away. Just let me call an ambulance for him.”
“Not used to begging, are you? But you do it well. You do everything so well, Miranda. I’ll think about it.” She cocked her head in warning as Miranda rose. “Careful. I wouldn’t kill you, not at first, but I’d cripple you.”
“What do you want?” Miranda demanded. “What the hell do you want?”
“I want you to listen!” She shouted it, waving the gun so that the barrel jumped from Miranda’s heart to her head and back again. “I want you to stand there and listen to what I say, to do what I tell you, to crawl when I’m finished. I want it all.”
“All right.” How much time? Miranda thought frantically. How much time was left before Elise snapped, before the gun went off? “I’m listening. The David was really only practice, wasn’t it?”
“Oh, you’re smart. Always so smart. It was backup. I knew I could put a chink in your reputation with it. But I’m patient. There was bound to be something bigger—with the way your star was rising, there was going to be something more important. Then there was The Dark Lady. I knew, as soon as Elizabeth told me she was sending for you, that there was an important piece coming in, I knew this would be the one. She trusted me. I made certain she trusted me. Kowtowing to her every whim for years.
“Standjo’s going to be mine too,” she added matter-of-factly. “I’ll be in the director’s chair by the time I’m forty.”
Miranda slid her gaze to the side, scanning for a weapon.
“You look at me! You look at me when I talk to you.”
“I’m looking at you, Elise. I’m listening. It was The Dark Lady.”
“Have you ever seen a more magnificent piece? Anything quite so powerful?”
“No.” The rain was pounding like battle drums against the window. “No, I haven’t. You wanted her. I can’t blame you. But you couldn’t do it alone. So you had Richard.”
“Richard was in love with me. I was very fond of Richard,” she said almost dreamily. “I might have married him, for a while at least. He was useful, he could have continued to be very useful. We ran the tests at night. I had the combination to Elizabeth’s safe. It was ridiculously easy. All I had to do was arrange for you to be delayed. I did specify that you weren’t to be seriously hurt. I wanted to keep you healthy until I could ruin you.”
“Richard made the copy.”
“As I said, he was very useful. I did some of the work myself. We wanted it to pass basic tests, even to fool some of the more involved ones. You were perfect, Miranda. You knew when you saw it, just as I did. It was unmistakable. You could feel it, couldn’t you? The power of that piece, the glory in it.”
“Yes, I could feel it.” She thought she heard Andrew stir, but couldn’t be sure. “You leaked the project to the press.”
“Elizabeth is so strict about such things. Rules and regulations, proper channels, integrity. She reacted exactly as expected—it didn’t hurt that I gave her subtle little nudges, all the while claiming that I was sure you didn’t mean it. You’d just gotten caught up. You were so enthusiastic. I was your champion, Miranda. I was brilliant.”
The phone rang while they stared at each other. And Elise smiled slowly. “We’ll just let the machine pick that up, shall we. We have so much more to talk about.”
• • •
  
Why the hell didn’t she answer? Ryan fought his way through the storm, tires skidding on wet pavement as he pushed for speed. She’d left the Institute to go home. She wasn’t picking up her cell phone, or the phone at the house. Steering one-handed, he punched in information and got the number for the hospital.
“Elise Warfield,” he demanded. “She’s a patient.”
“Dr. Warfield was released this evening.”
Ice gathered in his gut again. He punched the accelerator, sending the car into a violent fishtail. Going against a lifetime of habit, he called the police. “Get me Detective Cook.”
 
“I’m going to need the copies, Miranda. Where are they?”
“I don’t have them.”
“Now you know that’s a lie and you lie so poorly. I really need those copies.” This time Elise stepped forward. “We want this all tidy in the end, don’t we?”
“Why should I give them to you? You’re going to kill me either way.”
“Of course I am. It’s the only logical step, isn’t it? But . . .” She shifted the gun and stopped Miranda’s heart. “I wouldn’t have to kill Andrew.”
“Don’t.” Quickly, Miranda held up her hands, a gesture of surrender. “Please.”
“Give me the copies, and I won’t.”
“They’re hidden, out in the lighthouse.” Away from Andrew, she thought.
“Oh, perfect. Can you guess where I was conceived?” Elise laughed until tears swam in her eyes. “My mother told me how he took her there—to paint her—then seduced her. How wonderful that it all ends where it really began.” Elise gestured with the gun. “After you, Niece Miranda.”
With one last glance at her brother, she turned. She knew the gun was aimed at her back. At her spine, she imagined. In a larger space she might have a chance. If she could distract Elise for just an instant, she could try. She was bigger, stronger, and she was sane.
“The police are closing in,” she told Elise, keeping her eyes straight ahead. “Cook’s determined to close this case. He won’t give up.”
“After tonight, the case will be closed. Keep moving. You always walk with such a purposeful stride, Miranda—let’s be consistent.”
“If you shoot me, how will you explain it?”
“I’m hoping that won’t be necessary. But if it is, I’ll put the gun in Andrew’s hand, his finger on the trigger, and fire it again. It’ll be messy, but in the end the logical conclusion would be you argued over this business. You struck him, he shot you. It’s your gun, after all.”
“Yes, I know. It couldn’t have been easy for you to hit yourself, give yourself a concussion after you killed Richard.”
“A bump on the head, a few stitches. I got a lot of sympathy out of it, and it goes a long way to putting me in the clear. How could a fragile little thing like me work up the guts to fake an attack like that?”
She jabbed the gun into the base of Miranda’s spine. “But you and I know I can do a lot more.”
“Yes, we do. We’ll need a flashlight.”
“Get it. You still keep it in the second drawer on the left, I imagine. Such a creature of habit.”
Miranda removed the flashlight, flicking it on while testing its weight. It could be a weapon. All she needed was the opportunity.
She opened the back door and stepped out into the driving rain. She thought of running, of taking a leap into the gathering fog. But the gun was still pressed into her back. She’d be dead before she took the first step.
“Looks like we’re about to get very wet. Keep going.”
Hunched against wind and rain, she walked steadily toward the point. Distance was imperative now. She could hear the waves crashing wildly, stirred by the storm. Every slash of lightning threw the cliffs into sharp relief.
“Your plan won’t work out here, Elise.”
“Keep going, keep going.”
“It won’t work. If you use that gun on me now, they’ll know there was someone else here. They’ll know it couldn’t have been Andrew. And they’ll find you.”
“Shut up. What do you care? You’ll be dead anyway.”
“You’ll never have everything I have. That’s really what you want, isn’t it? The name, the pedigree, the position. It’ll never be yours.”
“You’re wrong. I’ll have it all. Instead of just being ruined, you’ll be dead.”
“Richard kept a book.” She used the circling stream of light from the tower on the point to guide her now, shifting her grip on the flashlight. “He wrote it all down. Everything he did.”
“Liar!”
“Everything, Elise. It’s all recorded. They’ll know I was right. Dead or alive, I’ll still have the glory. So everything you’ve done is for nothing.”
“Bitch. You lying bitch.”
“But I lie so poorly.” Teeth gritted, she swung around. The force of the blow struck Elise on an upflung arm and sent her sprawling. Miranda leaped on her, grabbing for the gun.
She’d been wrong, she realized. Sanity wasn’t an advantage. Elise fought like an animal, teeth snapping, nails gouging. She felt hot pain on her throat, a spurt and trickle of blood as they rolled over the rocky ground toward the edge of the cliffs.
 
Ryan shouted her name as he ran into the house, shouting it again and again as he pounded up the stairs. When he found Andrew terror squeezed his heart into a hot ball.
He heard the crash of thunder, then the echoing blast of gunshots. With fear drenching his skin, he shoved through the terrace doors.
There, silhouetted by the fire flash of lightning, he saw two figures tangled on the cliffs. Even as he offered up the first prayer, as he climbed over the rail to leap down, he saw them go off.
• • •
  
Her breath was sobbing, burning her throat. There was pain everywhere, the stench of blood and fear. She gripped the slippery butt of the gun, tried to twist it away. It bucked in her hand, once, twice, and the fury of sound punched pain in her ears.
Someone was screaming, screaming, screaming. She tried to dig her heels in for purchase and found her legs dangling in space. In the blasts and jolts of light, she could see Elise’s face over hers, contorted, mouth wide, teeth bared, eyes blind with madness. In them, for one horrified second, she saw herself.
From somewhere she heard her name, a desperate call. As if in answer, she twisted, shoved viciously. With Elise clawing at her, they tumbled over the edge.
She could hear a woman laughing, or perhaps it was weeping as she tore at rock and dirt with her fingers, felt herself dragged down.
A thousand prayers babbled in her mind, a thousand jumbled images. Rock bit at her skin as her body fought to cling to the wall of the cliff. Panting, wild with fear, she looked over her shoulder, saw Elise’s white face, dark eyes, saw her even now release her hold on rock to aim the gun—and then she fell.
Trembling, sobbing, Miranda pressed her cheek against the cold face of the cliff. Her muscles were screaming, her fingers burning. Below her, the sea she had always loved crashed impatiently and waited.
Her stomach shuddered, spewing a dizzying nausea into her throat. Fighting it back, she lifted her face to the pounding rain again, stared at the edge just a foot above her head, watched the shaft of light from the old tower slice through the dark as if to guide her.
She would not die this way. She would not lose this way. She kept her eyes focused on the goal and fought to find some small purchase with her feet. She clawed her way up one sweaty inch, then another before her feet slid free.
She was dangling by bloody fingertips when Ryan bellied over the edge.
  
“Jesus. Sweet Jesus, Miranda, hang on. Look at me. Miranda, look at me, take my hand.”
“I’m slipping.”
“Take my hand. You have to reach up, just a little.” He braced himself on the slick rocks and held both hands down to her.
“I can’t let go. My fingers are frozen. I can’t let go. I’ll fall.”
“No you won’t.” Sweat slid down his face along with the rain. “Take my hand, Miranda.” While his head screamed with panic, he grinned at her. “Come on, Dr. Jones. Trust me.”
Her breath came out on a wild, broken sob. She pried her numb fingers from the rock and reached for his. For a gut-wrenching instant, she felt herself hang, a fingertip away from death. Then his hand clamped firm over hers.
“Now the other one. I need both your hands.”
“Oh God, Ryan.” Blind now, she let go.
When her full weight locked his arms, he thought they might both go over. He inched back, cursing the rain that made their hands slip, that seemed to turn the rock into sheer glass. But she was helping him, boosting herself with her feet, her breath hissing with the effort as they worked.
She used her elbows on the ledge, pressing down, scraping them raw as he dragged her the last few inches over the top.
When she collapsed on him, he wrapped her in his arms, cradled her on his lap and rocked them both in the rain.
“I saw you go over. I thought you were dead.”
“I would have been.” Her face was buried against his chest where his heart beat in hard, jerky pulses. From somewhere in the distance came the high pitched whine of sirens. “If you hadn’t come. I couldn’t have held on much longer.”
“You’d have held on.” He tipped her head back, looked into her eyes. There was blood on her face. “You’d have held on,” he repeated. “Now you can hold on to me.” He picked her up to carry her into the house.
“Don’t let go for a while.”
“I won’t.”
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ut he did. She should have known he would. The thieving son of a bitch.
Trust me, he said. And she had. He’d saved her life, only to carelessly leave it in shambles.
Oh, he’d waited, Miranda thought as she paced her bedroom. He’d stuck by her until her cuts and bruises were treated. He’d stayed by her side until they were sure Andrew was out of danger.
His arms had been around her, protective, supportive, when she related the nightmare she’d been through with Elise.
He’d even held her hand while they gave Cook Ryan’s slightly edited version of events. And she’d let him. She corroborated everything he said, amended pertinent details to keep him out of a prison cell.
He’d saved her life after all. The worm.
Then he’d vanished, without a word, without a warning. He’d packed up and left.
She knew just where he’d gone. He was the only other person who knew about the storage garage. He’d gone after The Dark Lady. She didn’t doubt he had it by now, that and the David. He’d probably already passed them along to one of his clients for a fat fee and was basking on some beach in the tropics, sipping rum punch and oiling some blonde’s butt.
If she ever saw him again. . .but of course, she wouldn’t. All the business they had—the legal end of business—was being handled by his gallery manager. The exhibit was a raging success. He’d benefited from that, and from his involvement in helping to solve several murders.
She had her reputation. The international press was raving about her. The brave and brilliant Dr. Jones.
Elise had wanted to destroy her, and in the end, had made her.
But she didn’t have the bronze, and she didn’t have Ryan.
She had to accept she would never have either.
Now she was alone in a big, empty house, with Andrew being fussed over by his fiancée as he recovered. He was happy and healing, and she was glad of it. And she was miserably envious.
She had her reputation all right, she thought. She had the Institute, and perhaps finally, the full knowledge of her parents’ respect if not their love.
She had no life whatsoever.
So, she would make a new one. She dragged an impatient hand through her hair. She would take the advice everyone was peppering her with and go on a long, well-deserved vacation. She’d buy a bikini, get a tan, and have a fling.
Oh yes, that’s going to happen, she thought with a scowl, and shoved open her terrace doors to step out into the warm spring night.
The flowers she’d planted in big stone urns filled the air with scent. The sweetness of stock, the spice of dianthus, the charm of verbena. Yes, she was learning about some small and lovely things, taking the time to learn. To enjoy.
To fall into the moment.
White and full, the moon rose over the sea, cruised among the stars, and gave the seascape she loved a mystic, intimate glow. The sea sang its rough song with an arrogance that made her yearn.
He’d been gone for two weeks. She knew he wasn’t coming back. In the end it was as it had always been. There was something more important than Miranda.
Still, she’d get over it. She was already on her way. She would take that vacation, but she’d use the time right here. It was here she needed to be. Home, making the home she had never been given. She’d finish the garden, she’d have the house painted. She’d buy new curtains.
And while she would never trust another man in this lifetime, at least she knew she could trust herself.
“This moment would be more atmospheric if you were wearing a long, flowing robe.”
She didn’t whirl. She still had enough control for that. She turned slowly.
He was grinning at her. Dressed in thief’s black and standing in her bedroom grinning.
“Jeans and a T-shirt,” he continued. “Though you fill them out nicely, they lack the romance of a silk robe the breeze could flutter around you.” He stepped out on the terrace. “Hello, Dr. Jones.”
She stared, felt his fingertips brush her cheek where a bruise had yet to fade. “You son of a bitch,” she said, and rammed her fist full out into his face.
It knocked him back several steps, had his vision wavering. But his balance was good. He shifted his jaw gingerly, dabbed at the blood on his mouth. “Well, that’s one way to say hello. Obviously, you’re not entirely pleased to see me.”
“The only way I’d be pleased to see you is through steel bars, you bastard. You used me, you lied to me. Trust me, you said, and all the time you were after the bronze.”
He worked his tongue over his gums, tasted blood. Damn, the woman had a straight-on right jab. “That’s not entirely accurate.”
She balled her fist, more than ready to use it again. “You went to Florence, didn’t you? You walked out of here, got on a plane, and went to Florence for the statues.”
  
“Of course. I told you I was going to.”
“Miserable thief.”
“I’m an excellent thief. Even Cook thought so—though he’ll never prove it.” He smiled again, combed his fingers through the thick, dark hair the breeze blew into sexy disorder. “Now I’m a retired thief.”
She folded her arms. Her left shoulder was still sore from the night on the cliffs, and the ache eased when she supported it. “I imagine you can live very well in retirement for what you sold the bronzes for.”
“A man wouldn’t have to work again, in several lifetimes, for what the Michelangelo is worth.” While she clenched her fists, he watched her warily as he took out a cigar. “She’s the most exquisite thing I’ve ever seen. The copy was good, it hinted at the power of her. But it couldn’t capture her heart, her mind, her essence. I’m amazed anyone who’d seen both could mistake one for the other. The Dark Lady sings, Miranda. She is incomparable.”
“She belongs to the Italian people. She belongs in a museum where she can be seen and studied.”
“You know, that’s the first time you’ve referred to her that way. Before you always said ‘it,’ or ‘the bronze,’ but never ‘her.”’
She turned to look out over the lawn, where the garden—hers now—was glowing in the moonlight. “I’m not going to discuss pronouns.”
“It’s more than that, and you know it. You’ve learned something you neglected all these years in your quest for knowledge. Art lives.”
He blew out a stream of smoke. “How’s Andrew?”
“Now you want to discuss my family. Fine. He’s doing very well. So are Elizabeth and Charles.” It was how she thought of them now. “They’re back to their separate lives, and though Elizabeth mourns the loss of The Dark Lady, she’s well enough. Elise hurt her more. The breach of trust and affection.” She turned away. “I know how she feels. I know exactly what it is to be used and discarded like that.”
He started to step forward, then changed his mind and leaned back against the wall. Seductions, apologies, cooing words weren’t the way with Miranda in her current mood.
“We used each other,” he corrected. “And did a damn good job of it.”
“And now we’re done,” she said flatly. “What do you want here?”
“I came to offer you a deal.”
“Did you really? Why would I deal with you?”
“Several reasons come to mind. Tell me this first. Why haven’t you given me up to the police?”
“Because I keep my word.”
“Is that it?” When she didn’t answer he shrugged, but it bothered him. “Okay then, on to business. I have something you’d like to see.”
After tossing the cigar high over the rail, he turned back into the bedroom. He brought out his bag, took out the carefully wrapped contents. Even before he uncovered it, she knew, and was too stunned to speak.
“Gorgeous, isn’t she?” He held the figure as a man holds a lover, with great care and possessiveness. “It was love at first sight for me. She’s a woman who brings men to their knees, and knows it. She isn’t always kind, but she fascinates. It’s no wonder murder was done for her.”
He looked over at Miranda, studied the way she looked with the moonlight sprinkling over her hair and shoulders. “Do you know, when I found her, stored in a metal box, locked into a chest in that dusty garage—where Elise’s car was hidden, by the way—when I took her out and held her like this for the first time, I would have sworn I heard harpsong. Do you believe in such things, Dr. Jones?”
She could almost hear it herself, as she had in her dreams. “Why did you bring her here?”
“I imagined you’d want to see her again. You’d want to be sure I had her.”
“I knew you had her.” She couldn’t help herself. Moving closer, she ran a fingertip over the smiling face. “I’ve known for two weeks. As soon as I realized you’d gone, I knew.” She lifted her gaze from the bronze to his face. His beautiful, treacherous face. “I didn’t expect you to come back.”
“Actually, to be honest, neither did I.” He set the bronze on the stone table. “We’d both gotten what we’d wanted. You’ve got your reputation. You’re quite a celebrity these days. You’ve been vindicated. More than vindicated, you’ve been lauded. I imagine you’ve had offers from book publishers and Hollywood to sell your story.”
She had, and it continued to embarrass her. “You haven’t answered the question.”
“I’m getting to it,” he muttered. “I kept the deal. I never agreed to give the David back, and as to her—I never agreed to anything but to find her. I found her, and now she’s mine, so there’s a new deal on the table. How bad do you want her?”
It took all her willpower not to gape. “You mean to sell her to me? You want me to buy stolen property?”
“Actually, I was thinking of a trade.”
“A trade?” She thought of the Cellini he coveted. And the Donatello. Her palms began to itch. “What do you want for her?”
“You.”
Her rapid thoughts screeched to a halt. “Excuse me?”
“A lady for a lady. It seems fair.”
She paced to the end of the terrace, back again. Oh, he was worse than a worm, she decided. “You expect me to have sex with you in exchange for a Michelangelo.”
“Don’t be stupid. You’re good, but nobody’s that good. I want the whole package. She’s mine, Miranda. I might even be able to claim finder’s privilege, though it’s dicey. But I have her, and you don’t. In the past few days it occurred to me, much to my discomfort, that I want you more than I want her.”
“I’m not following you.”
“Yes, you are. You’re too bright not to. You can have her. You can put her on the mantel or give her back to Florence. You can use her for a doorstop, I won’t give a damn. But you’ll have to give me what I want for her. I’ve got a yen to live in this house.”
  
There was such a terrible pressure in her chest. “You want to live here?”
He narrowed his eyes. “You know, Dr. Jones, I don’t think you’re pretending to be thick. You just don’t get it. Yes, I want to live in this house. It’s a good spot to raise children. Look at that, you went white as a ghost. God, that’s one of the things I love about you. You’re always so shocked when someone interrupts the logic. And I love you, Miranda, beyond sense.”
She made some sound, it couldn’t be construed as words, as her heart staggered in her chest. Stumbled. Fell.
He crossed to her, amused now rather than panicked. She hadn’t moved a muscle. “I really have to insist on children, Miranda. I’m Irish and Italian. What else would you expect?”
“You’re asking me to marry you?”
“I’m working my way up to it. It might surprise you that it’s not any easier for me than it is for you. I said I love you.”
“I heard you.”
“Damn, stubborn—” He cut himself off, inhaled sharply. “You want the bronze, don’t you?” Before she could answer he caught her chin in his hand. “You’re in love with me.” When her brows came together, he grinned. “Don’t bother to deny it. If you weren’t you’d have turned me over in a heartbeat when you realized I’d gone after her for myself.”
“I’ve gotten over it.”
“Liar.” He lowered his mouth, just to nibble at hers. “Take the deal, Miranda. You won’t regret it.”
“You’re a thief.”
“Retired.” He molded her hip with one hand, reached into his pocket with the other. “Here, let’s make it official.”
She struggled out of the kiss and jerked her hand free when he started to slip the ring onto it. The ring, she noted with surprise and delight, he’d given her once before.
“Don’t be so pigheaded.” He took her hand, uncurled her fingers and pushed the ring into place. “Take the deal.”
  
Now she recognized the pressure in her chest. It was her heart beating again. “Did you pay for the ring?”
“Jesus. Yes, I paid for the ring.”
She let herself consider it, watched it wink and sparkle. And let him sweat, she thought. She hoped. “I’ll give her back to Italy. Explanations of how I came by her might be awkward.”
“We’ll think of something. Take the deal, damn it.”
“How many children?”
His smile spread slowly. “Five.”
She snorted out a laugh. “Please. Two.”
“Three, with an option.”
“Three, final.”
“Done.” He started to lower his head, but she slapped a hand on his chest. “I’m not finished.”
“You would be, honey, if I kissed you,” he said, with just enough arrogance to make her fight back a grin.
“No side work,” she said primly. “Whatsoever, for any reason.”
He winced. “For any reason? There might be a good one.”
“For any reason.”
“I’m retired,” he muttered, but had to rub the ache in his chest. “No side work.”
“You hand over to me any and all fake identification you’ve accumulated over your checkered career.”
“All? But—” He caught himself. “Fine.” He could always get more, should circumstances call for it. “Next?”
“That should do it.” She touched his cheek, then framed his face. “I love you beyond sense,” she murmured, cherishing his words enough to give them back to him. “I’ll take the deal. I’ll take you, but that means you’re taking me. The Jones curse. I’m bad luck.”
“Dr. Jones.” He turned his lips into her palm. “Your luck’s about to change. Trust me.”
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PART ONE

PAST 
The present contains nothing more than the past, and what is found in the effect was already in the cause.

—Henri Bergson






 PROLOGUE

J
AMES LASSITER WAS forty years old, a well-built, ruggedly handsome man in the prime of his life, in the best of health.
In an hour, he’d be dead.
From the deck of the boat, he could see nothing but the clear silky ripple of blue, the luminous greens and deeper browns of the great reef shimmering like islands below the surface of the Coral Sea. Far to the west, the foamy froth and surge of sea surf rose up and crashed against the false shore of coral.
From his stance at the port side, he could watch the shapes and shadows of fish, darting like living arrows through the world he’d been born to share with them.
The coast of Australia was lost in the distance, and there was only the vastness.
The day was perfect, the jewel-clear shimmer of the water, dashed by white facets of light tossed down by the gold flash of sun. The teasing hint of a breeze carried no taste of rain.
Beneath his feet, the deck swayed gently, a cradle on the quiet sea. Wavelets lapped musically against the hull. Below, far below, was treasure waiting to be discovered.
They were mining the wreck of the Sea Star, a British merchant ship that had met its doom on the Great Barrier Reef two centuries before. For more than a year, breaking for bad weather, equipment failure and other inconveniences, they had worked, often like dogs, to reap the riches the Star had left behind.
There were riches yet, James knew. But his thoughts traveled beyond the Sea Star, north of that spectacular and dangerous reef to the balmy waters of the West Indies. To another wreck, to another treasure.
To Angelique’s Curse.
He wondered now if it was the richly jeweled amulet that was cursed, or the woman, the witch Angelique, whose power—it was reputed—remained strong in the rubies and diamonds and gold. Legend was that she had worn it, a gift from the husband it was said she murdered, on the day she was burned at the stake.
The idea fascinated him, the woman, the necklace, the legend. The search for it, which he would begin shortly, was taking on a personal twist. James didn’t simply want the riches, the glory. He wanted Angelique’s Curse, and the legend it carried.
He had been weaned on the hunt, on tales of wrecked ships and the bounty the sea hoarded from them. All of his life, he had dived, and he had dreamed. The dreams had cost him a wife, and given him a son.
James turned from the rail to study the boy. Matthew was nearly sixteen now. He had grown tall, but had yet to fill out. There was potential there, James mused, in the thin frame and ropey muscle. They shared the same dark, unmanageable hair, though the boy refused to have his cut short so that even now as Matthew checked the diving gear, it fell forward to curtain his face.
The face was rawboned, James thought. It had fined down in the last year or two and had lost the childish roundness. An angel face, a waitress had called it once, and had embarrassed the boy into hot cheeks and grimaces.
It had more of the devil in it now, and those blue eyes he’d passed to Matthew were more often hot than cool. The Lassiter temper, the Lassiter luck, James thought with a shake of his head. Tough legacies for a half-grown boy.
  
One day, he thought, one day soon, he would be able to give his son all the things a father hoped for. The key to it all lay quietly waiting in the tropical seas of the West Indies.
A necklace of rubies and diamonds beyond price, heavy with history, dark with legend, tainted with blood.
Angelique’s Curse.
James’s mouth twisted into a thin smile. When he had it, the bad luck that had dogged the Lassiters would change. He only had to be patient.
“Hurry up with those tanks, Matthew. The day’s wasting.”
Matthew looked up, tossed his hair out of his eyes. The sun was rising behind his father’s back, sending light shimmering around him. He looked, Matthew thought, like a king preparing for battle. As always, love and admiration welled up and startled him with its intensity.
“I replaced your pressure gauge. I want to take a look at the old one.”
“You look out for your old man.” James hooked his arm around Matthew’s neck for a playful tussle. “Going to bring you up a fortune today.”
“Let me go down with you. Let me take the morning shift instead of him.”
James suppressed a sigh. Matthew hadn’t learned the wisdom of controlling his emotions. Particularly his dislikes. “You know how the teams work. You and Buck’ll dive this afternoon. VanDyke and I take the morning.”
“I don’t want you to dive with him.” Matthew shook off his father’s friendly arm. “I heard the two of you arguing last night. He hates you. I could hear it in his voice.”
A mutual feeling, James thought, but winked. “Partners often disagree. The bottom line here is that VanDyke’s putting up most of the money. Let him have his fun, Matthew. For him treasure-hunting’s just a hobby for a bored, rich businessman.”
“He can’t dive worth shit.” And that, in Matthew’s opinion, was the measure of a man.
“He’s good enough. Just doesn’t have much style at forty feet down.” Tired of the argument, James began to don his wet suit. “Buck take a look at the compressor?”
“Yeah, he got the kinks out. Dad—”
“Leave it, Matthew.”
“Just this one day,” Matthew said stubbornly. “I don’t trust that prissy-faced bastard.”
“Your language continues to deteriorate.” Silas VanDyke, elegant and pale despite the hard sun, smiled as he exited the cabin at Matthew’s back. It amused him nearly as much as it annoyed him to see the boy sneer. “Your uncle requires your assistance below, young Matthew.”
“I want to dive with my father today.”
“I’m afraid that would inconvenience me. As you see, I’m already wearing my wet suit.”
“Matthew.” There was an impatient command in James’s voice. “Go see what Buck needs.”
“Yes, sir.” Eyes defiant, he went belowdecks.
“The boy has a poor attitude and worse manners, Lassiter.”
“The boy hates your guts,” James said cheerfully. “I’d say he has good instincts.”
“This expedition is coming to an end,” VanDyke shot back. “And so is my patience and my largesse. Without me, you’ll run out of money in a week.”
“Maybe.” James zipped his suit. “Maybe not.”
“I want the amulet, Lassiter. You know it’s down there, and I believe you know where. I want it. I’ve bought it. I’ve bought you.”
“You’ve bought my time, and you’ve bought my skill. You haven’t bought me. Rules of salvage, VanDyke. The man who finds Angelique’s Curse owns Angelique’s Curse.” And it wouldn’t be found, he was sure, on the Sea Star. He lifted a hand to VanDyke’s chest. “Now keep out of my face.”
Control, the kind he wielded in boardrooms, kept VanDyke from lashing out. He had always won his rounds with patience, with money, and with power. Success in business, he knew, was a simple matter of who maintained control.
“You’ll regret trying to double-cross me.” He spoke mildly now, with the faintest hint of a smile curving his lips. “I promise you.”
“Hell, Silas, I’m enjoying it.” With a quiet chuckle, James stepped inside the cabin. “You guys reading girlie magazines, or what? Let’s get going here.”
Moving quickly, VanDyke dealt with the tanks. It was, very simply, business. When the Lassiters came back on deck, he was hitching on his own gear.
The three of them, VanDyke thought, were pathetically beneath him. Obviously they had forgotten who he was, what he was. He was a VanDyke, a man who had been given or earned or taken whatever he wanted. One who intended to continue to do so, as long as there was profit. Did they think he cared that they tightened their little triangle and excluded him? It was past time he dismissed them and brought in a fresh team.
Buck, he mused, pudgy, already balding, a foolish foil to his handsome brother. Loyal as a mongrel puppy and just as intelligent.
Matthew, young and eager, brash, defiant. A hateful little worm VanDyke would be pleased to squash.
And James, of course, he mused as the three Lassiters stood together, sharing idle conversation. Tough and more canny than VanDyke had supposed. More than the simple tool he had expected. The man thought he had outwitted Silas VanDyke.
James Lassiter thought he would find and own Angelique’s Curse, the amulet of power, of legend. Worn by a witch, coveted by many. And that made him a fool. VanDyke had invested in it, time, money, and effort, and Silas VanDyke never made poor investments.
“There’s going to be good hunting today.” James strapped on his tanks. “I can smell it. Silas?”
“Right with you.”
James secured his weight belt, adjusted his mask and rolled into the water.
“Dad, wait—”
But James just saluted and disappeared under the surface.
The world was silent and stunning. The drenching blue was broken by fingers of sunlight that stabbed through the surface and shimmered clear white. Caves and castles of coral spread out to form secret worlds.
A reef shark, eyes bored and black, gave a twist of its body and slid through the water and away.
More at home here than in the air, James dived deep with VanDyke at his heels. The wreck was already well exposed, trenches dug around it and mined of treasure. Coral claimed the shattered bow and turned the wood into a fantasy of color and shape that seemed studded with amethyst, emerald, ruby.
This was the living treasure, the miracle of art created by seawater and sun.
It was, as always, a pleasure to see it.
When they began to work, James’s sense of well-being increased. The Lassiter luck was behind him, he thought dreamily. He would soon be rich, famous. He smiled to himself. After all, he’d stumbled onto the clue, he’d spent days and hours researching and piecing the trail of the amulet together.
He could even feel a little sorry for that asshole VanDyke, since it would be the Lassiters who brought her up, from other waters, on their own expedition.
He caught himself reaching out to stroke a spine of coral as though it were a cat.
He shook his head, but couldn’t clear it. The alarm bell sounded in one part of his brain, far off and dim. But he was an experienced diver and recognized the signs. He’d had a brush or two with nitrogen narcosis before. Never at such a shallow depth, he thought dimly. They were well shy of a hundred feet.
Regardless, he tapped his tanks. VanDyke was already watching him, eyes cool and assessing behind his mask. James signaled to surface. When VanDyke pulled him back, signaled toward the wreck, he was only mildly confused. Up, he signaled again, and again VanDyke restrained him.
He didn’t panic. James wasn’t a man to panic easily. He knew he’d been sabotaged, though his mind was too muddled to calculate how. VanDyke was an amateur in this world, he reminded himself, didn’t realize the extent of the danger. So he would have to show him. His eyes narrowed with purpose. He swung out, barely missing a grip on VanDyke’s air hose.
The underwater struggle was slow, determined, eerily silent. Fish scattered like colorful silks, then gathered again to watch the drama of predator and prey. James could feel himself slipping, the dizziness, disorientation as the nitrogen pumped into him. He fought it, managed to kick another ten feet toward the surface.
Then wondered why he’d ever wanted to leave. He began to laugh, the bubbles bursting out and speeding high as the rapture claimed him. He embraced VanDyke in a kind of slow whirling dance, to share his delight. It was so beautiful here in the gilded blue light with gems and jewels of a thousand impossible colors waiting, just waiting to be plucked.
He’d been born to dive the depths.
Soon, James Lassiter’s merriment would slide toward unconsciousness. And a quiet, comforting death.
VanDyke reached out as James began to flounder. The lack of coordination was only one more symptom. One of the last. VanDyke’s sweeping grab pulled the air hose free. James blinked in bemusement as he drowned.






 CHAPTER 1
T
REASURE. GOLD DOUBLOONS and pieces of eight. With luck, they could be plucked from the seabed as easily as peaches from a tree. Or so, Tate thought as she dived, her father said.
She knew it took a great deal more than luck, as ten years of searching had already proven. It took money and time and exhausting effort. It took skill and months of research and equipment.
But as she swam toward her father through the crystal blue Caribbean, she was more than willing to play the game.
It wasn’t a hardship to spend the summer of her twentieth year diving off the coast of St. Kitts, skimming through gloriously warm water among brilliantly hued fish and sculptures of rainbow coral. Each dive was its own anticipation. What might lie beneath that white sand, hidden among the fans and sea grass, buried under the cleverly twisted formations of coral?
It wasn’t the treasure, she knew. It was the hunt.
And occasionally, you did get lucky.
She remembered very well the first time she had lifted a silver spoon from its bed of silt. The shock and the thrill of holding that blackened cup in her fingers, wondering who had used it to scoop up broth. A captain perhaps of some rich galleon. Or the captain’s lady.
And the time her mother had been cheerfully hacking away at a hunk of conglomerate, the chunk of material formed by centuries of chemical reactions under the sea. The sound of her squeal, then the bray of delighted laughter when Marla Beaumont had unearthed a gold ring.
The occasional luck allowed the Beaumonts to spend several months a year hunting for more. For more luck, and more treasure.
As they swam side by side, Raymond Beaumont tapped his daughter’s arm, pointed. Together they watched a sea turtle paddle lazily.
The laugh in her father’s eyes said everything. He had worked hard all of his life, and was now reaping the rewards. For Tate, a moment like this was as good as gold.
They swam together, bonded by a love of the sea, the silence, the colors. A school of sergeant majors streaked by, their black and gold stripes gleaming. For no more than the joy of it, Tate did a slow roll and watched the sunlight strike the surface overhead. The freedom of it had a laugh gurgling out in a spray of bubbles that startled a curious grouper.
She dived deeper, following her father’s strong kicks. The sand could hold secrets. Any mound could be a plank of worm-eaten wood from a Spanish galleon. That dark patch could blanket a pirate’s cache of silver. She reminded herself to pay attention, not to the sea fans or hunks of coral, but to the signs of sunken treasure.
They were here in the balmy waters of the West Indies, searching for every treasure hunter’s dream. A virgin wreck reputed to hold a king’s treasure. This, their first dive, was to acquaint themselves with the territory they had so meticulously researched through books, maps and charts. They would test the currents, gauge the tides. And maybe—just maybe—get lucky.
Aiming toward a hillock of sand, she began to fan briskly. Her father had taught her this simple method of excavating sand when Tate had delighted him by her boundless interest in his new hobby of scuba diving.
  
Over the years, he’d taught her many other things. A respect for the sea and what lived there. And what lay there, hidden. Her fondest hope was to one day discover something, for him.
She glanced toward him now, watched the way he examined a low ridge of coral. However much he dreamed of treasure made by man, Raymond Beaumont loved the treasures made by the sea.
Finding nothing in the hillock, Tate moved off in pursuit of a pretty striped shell. Out of the corner of her eyes, she caught the blur of a dark shape coming toward her, swift and silent. Tate’s first and frozen thought was shark, and her heart stumbled. She turned, as she had been taught, one hand reaching for her diver’s knife, and prepared to defend herself and her father.
The shape became a diver. Sleek and fast as a shark, perhaps, but a man. Her breath whooshed out in a stream of bubbles before she remembered to regulate it. The diver signaled to her, then to the man swimming in his wake.
Tate found herself face mask to face mask with a recklessly grinning face, eyes as blue as the sea around them. Dark hair streamed in the current. She could see he was laughing at her, undoubtedly having guessed her reaction to the unexpected company. He held his hands up, a gesture of peace, until she sheathed her knife. Then he winked and sent a fluid salute toward Ray.
As silent greetings were exchanged, Tate studied the newcomers. Their equipment was good, and included those necessary items of the treasure seeker. The goody bag, the knife, the wrist compass and diver’s watch. The first man was young, lean in his black wet suit. His gesturing hands were wide-palmed, long-fingered, and carried the nicks and scars of a veteran hunter.
The second man was bald, thick in the middle, but as agile as a fish in his undersea movements. Tate could see he was reaching some sort of tacit agreement with her father. She wanted to protest. This was their spot. After all, they’d been there first.
But she could do no more than frown as her father curled his fingers into an “okay” sign. The four of them spread out to explore.
Tate went back to another mound to fan. Her father’s research indicated that four ships of the Spanish fleet had gone down north of Nevis and St. Kitts during the hurricane of July 11, 1733. Two, the San Cristobal and the Vaca, had been discovered and salvaged years earlier, broken on the reefs near Dieppe Bay. This left, undiscovered and untouched, the Santa Marguerite and the Isabella.
Documents and manifests boasted that these ships carried much more than cargoes of sugar from the islands. There were jewels and porcelain and more than ten million pesos of gold and silver. In addition, if true to the custom of the day, there would be the hoards secreted by the passengers and seamen.
Both wrecks would be very rich indeed. More than that, discovery would be one of the major finds of the century.
Finding nothing, Tate moved on, bearing north. The competition from the other divers caused her to keep her eyes and her instincts sharp. A school of gem-bright fish speared around her in a perfect vee, a slice of color within color. Delighted, she swam through their bubbles.
Competition or not, she would always enjoy the small things. She explored tirelessly, fanning sand and studying fish with equal enthusiasm.
It looked like a rock at first glance. Still, training had her swimming toward it. She was no more than a yard away when something streaked by her. She saw with faint irritation that scarred, long-fingered hand reach down and close over the rock.
Jerk, she thought, and was about to turn away when she saw him work it free. Not a rock at all, but the crusted handle of a sword that he drew from the scabbard of the sea. Grinning around his mouthpiece, he hefted it.
He had the nerve to salute her with it, cutting a swatch through the water. As he headed up, Tate went after him. They broke the surface in tandem.
She spit out her mouthpiece. “I saw it first.”
“I don’t think so.” Still grinning, he levered up his face mask. “Anyway, you were slow, and I wasn’t. Finders keepers.”
“Rules of salvage,” she said, struggling for calm. “You were in my space.”
“The way I see it, you were in mine. Better luck next time.”
“Tate, honey.” From the deck of the Adventure, Marla Beaumont waved her hands and called out. “Lunch is ready. Invite your friend and come aboard.”
“Don’t mind if I do.” In a few powerful strokes, he was at the stern of the Adventure. The sword hit the deck with a clatter, his flippers followed.
Cursing the poor beginning to what had promised to be a wonderful summer, Tate headed in. Ignoring his gallantly offered hand, she hauled herself in just as her father and the other diver broke the surface.
“Nice meeting you.” He dragged a hand through his dripping hair and smiled charmingly at Marla. “Matthew Lassiter.”
“Marla Beaumont. Welcome aboard.” Tate’s mother beamed at Matthew from under the wide brim of her flowered sun hat. She was a striking woman, with porcelain skin and a willowy frame beneath loose and flowing shirt and slacks. She tipped down her dark glasses in greeting.
“I see you’ve met my daughter, Tate, and my husband, Ray.”
“In a manner of speaking.” Matthew unhooked his weight belt, set it and his mask aside. “Nice rig here.”
“Oh yes, thank you.” Marla looked proudly around the deck. She wasn’t a fan of housework, but there was nothing she liked better than keeping the Adventure spit and polished. “And that’s your boat there.” She gestured off the bow. “The Sea Devil.”
Tate snorted at the name. It was certainly apt, she thought, for the man, and the boat. Unlike the Adventure, the Sea Devil didn’t gleam. The old fishing boat badly needed painting. At a distance, it looked like little more than a tub floating on the brilliant platter of the sea.
  
“Nothing fancy,” Matthew was saying, “but she runs.” He walked over to offer a hand to the other divers.
“Good eye, boy.” Buck Lassiter slapped Matthew on the back. “This boy was born with the knack,” he said to Ray in a voice as rough as broken glass, then belatedly held out a hand. “Buck Lassiter, my nephew, Matthew.”
Ignoring the introductions making their way around the deck, Tate stowed her equipment, then tugged out of her wet suit. While the others admired the sword, she ducked into the deckhouse and cut through to her cabin.
It wasn’t anything unusual, she supposed as she found an oversized T-shirt. Her parents were always making friends with strangers, inviting them onboard, fixing them meals. Her father had simply never developed the wary and suspicious manner of a veteran treasure hunter. Instead her parents shimmered with Southern hospitality.
Normally she found the trait endearing. She only wished they would be a little choosy.
She heard her father offer cheerful congratulations to Matthew on his find, and gritted her teeth.
Damn it, she’d seen it first.
Sulking, Matthew decided as he offered the sword to Ray for examination. A peculiarly female trait. And there was no doubt the little redhead was female. Her copper-toned hair might be cut short as a boy’s, but she’d certainly filled out that excuse for a bikini just fine.
Pretty enough, too, he mused. Her face might have been all angles, with cheekbones sharp enough to slice a man’s exploring finger, but she had big, delicious green eyes. Eyes, he recalled, that had shot prickly little darts at him in the water, and out.
That only made annoying her more interesting.
Since they were going to be diving in the same pool for a while, he might as well enjoy himself.
He was sitting cross-legged on the forward sundeck when Tate came back out. She gave him a quick glance, having nearly talked herself out of the sulks. His skin was bronzed, and against his chest winked a silver piece of eight hanging from a chain. She wanted to ask him about it, to hear where he’d found it, and how.
  
But he was smirking at her. Manners, pride and curiosity collided with a wall that kept her unnaturally silent as conversation flowed around her.
Matthew bit into one of Marla’s generous ham sandwiches.
“Terrific, Mrs. Beaumont. A lot better than the swill Buck and I are used to.”
“You have some more of this potato salad.” Flattered, she heaped a mound on his paper plate. “And it’s Marla, dear. Tate, you come on and get yourself some lunch.”
“Tate.” Matthew squinted against the sun as he studied her. “Unusual name.”
“Marla’s maiden name.” Ray slipped an arm over his wife’s shoulders. He sat in wet bathing trunks, enjoying the warmth and company. His silvered hair danced in the light breeze. “Tate here’s been diving since she was pint-sized. Couldn’t ask for a better partner. Marla loves the sea, loves to sail, but she barely swims a stroke.”
With a chuckle, Marla refilled tall glasses of iced tea. “I like looking at the water. Being in it’s something different altogether.” She sat back placidly with her drink. “Once it gets past my knees, I just panic. I always wonder if I drowned in a former life. So for this one, I’m happy tending the boat.”
“And a fine one she is.” Buck had already assessed the Adventure. A tidy thirty-eight footer, teak decking, fancy brightwork. He’d guess she carried two staterooms, a full galley. Without his prescription face mask, he could still make out the massive windows of the pilothouse. He’d liked to have taken his fingers for a walk through the engine and control station.
A look around later was in order, after he had his glasses. Even without them, he calculated that the diamond on Marla’s finger was a good five carats, and the gold circle on her right hand was antique.
He smelled money.
“So, Ray . . .” Casually, he tipped back his glass. “Matthew and me, we’ve been diving around here for the past few weeks. Haven’t seen you.”
  
“First dive today. We sailed down from North Carolina, started out the day Tate finished her spring semester.”
College girl. Matthew took a hard swallow of cold tea. Jesus. He deliberately turned his gaze away from her legs and concentrated on his lunch. All bets were definitely off, he decided. He was nearly twenty-five and didn’t mess with snotty college kids.
“We’re going to spend the summer here,” Ray went on. “Possibly longer. Last winter, we dived off the coast of Mexico a few weeks. Couple of good wrecks there, but mostly played out. We managed to bring up a thing or two though. Some nice pottery, some clay pipes.”
“And those lovely perfume bottles,” Marla put in.
“Been at it awhile, then,” Buck prompted.
“Ten years.” Ray’s eyes shone. “Fifteen since the first time I went down.” He leaned forward, hunter to hunter. “Friend of mine talked me into scuba lessons. After I’d certified, I went with him to Diamond Shoals. Only took one dive to hook me.”
“Now he spends every free minute diving, planning a dive or talking about the last dive.” Marla let out her lusty laugh. Her eyes, the same rich green as her daughter’s, danced. “So I learned how to handle a boat.”
“Me, I’ve been hunting more than forty years.” Buck scooped up the last of his potato salad. He hadn’t eaten so well in more than a month. “In the blood. My father was the same. We salvaged off the coast of Florida, before the government got so tight-assed. Me, my father and my brother. The Lassiters.”
“Yes, of course.” Ray slapped a hand on his knee. “I’ve read about you. Your father was Big Matt Lassiter. Found the El Diablo off Conch Key in ’sixty-four.”
“ ’Sixty-three,” Buck corrected, with a grin. “Found it, and the fortune she held. The kind of gold a man dreams of, jewels, ingots of silver. I held in my hand a gold chain with a figure of a dragon. A fucking gold dragon,” he said, then stopped, flushed. “Beg pardon, ma’am.”
“No need.” Fascinated with the image, Marla urged another sandwich on him. “What was it like?”
  
“Like nothing you can imagine.” At ease again, Buck chomped into ham. “There were rubies for its eyes, emeralds in its tail.” Bitterly, he looked down at his hands now and found them empty. “It was worth five fortunes.”
Caught up in the wonder, Ray stared. “Yes. I’ve seen pictures of it. Diablo’s Dragon. You brought it up. Extraordinary.”
“The state closed in,” Buck continued. “Kept us in court for years. Claimed the three-mile limit started at the end of the reef, not at shore. Bastards bled us dry before it was done. In the end they took, and we lost. No better than pirates,” he said and finished off his drink.
“How terrible for you,” Marla murmured. “To have done all that, discovered all that, only to have it taken.”
“Broke the old man’s heart. Never did dive again.” Buck moved his shoulders. “Well, there are other wrecks. Other treasures.” Buck judged his man, and gambled. “Like the Santa Marguerite, the Isabella.”
“Yes, they’re here.” Ray met Buck’s eye steadily. “I’m sure of it.”
“Could be.” Matthew picked up the sword, turned it over in his hands. “Or it could be that both of them were swept out to sea. There’s no record of survivors. Only two ships crashed on the reef.”
Ray lifted a finger. “Ah, but witnesses of the day claim they saw the Isabella and the Santa Marguerite go down. Survivors from the other ships saw the waves rise and scuttle them.”
Matthew lifted his gaze to Ray’s, nodded. “Maybe.”
“Matthew’s a cynic,” Buck commented. “Keeps me level. I’m going to tell you something, Ray.” He leaned forward, pale blue eyes keen. “I’ve been doing research of my own. Five years on and off. Three years ago, the boy and I spent better than six months combing these waters—mostly the two-mile stretch between St. Kitts and Nevis and the peninsula area. We found this, we found that, but we didn’t find those two ships. But I know they’re here.”
“Well, now.” Ray tugged on his bottom lip, a gesture that Tate knew meant he was considering. “I think you were looking in the wrong spot, Buck. Not that I want to say I’d know more about it. The ships took off from Nevis, but from what I’ve been able to piece together, the two lost wrecks made it farther north, just past the tip of Saint Kitts before they broke.”
Buck’s lips curved. “I figure the same. It’s a big sea, Ray.” He flicked a glance toward Matthew and was rewarded with a careless shrug. “I’ve got forty years experience, and the boy’s been diving since he could walk. What I don’t have is financial backing.”
As a man who had worked his way up to CEO of a top brokerage firm before his early retirement, Ray knew a deal when it was placed on the table. “You’re looking for a partnership, Buck. We’d have to talk about that. Discuss terms, percentages.” Rising, Ray flashed a smile. “Why don’t we step into my office?”
“Well, then.” Marla smiled as her husband and Buck stepped into the deckhouse. “I think I’m going to sit in the shade and nap over my book. You children entertain yourselves.” She moved off under a striped awning and settled down with her iced tea and a paperback novel.
“I guess I’ll go over and clean up my booty.” Matthew reached for a large plastic bag. “Mind if I borrow this?” Without waiting for a response, he loaded his gear into it, then hefted his tanks. “Want to give me a hand?”
“No.”
He only lifted a brow. “I figured you might want to see how this cleans up.” He gestured with the sword, waited to see if her curiosity would overpower her irritation. He didn’t wait long.
With a mutter, she snatched the plastic bag and took it down the ladder to the swim step and over the side with her.
The Sea Devil looked worse close up. Tate judged its sway in the current expertly and hauled herself over the rail. She caught a faint whiff of fish.
Gear was carefully stowed and secured. But the deck needed washing as much as it needed painting. The windows on the tiny wheelhouse where a hammock swung were smudged and smeared with salt and smoke. A couple of overturned buckets, and a second hammock, served as seats.
“It’s not the Queen Mary.” Matthew stored his tanks. “But it’s not the Titanic either. She ain’t pretty, but she’s seaworthy.”
He took the bag from her and stored his wet suit in a large plastic garbage can. “Want a drink?”
Tate took another slow look around. “Got anything sterilized?”
He flipped open the lid of an ice chest, fished out a Pepsi. Tate caught it on the fly and sat down on a bucket. “You’re living on board.”
“That’s right.” He went into the wheelhouse. When she heard him rattling around, she reached over to stroke the sword he’d laid across the other bucket.
Had it graced the belt of some Spanish captain with lace at his cuffs and recklessness in his soul? Had he killed buccaneers with it, or worn it for style? Perhaps he had gripped it in a white-knuckled hand as the wind and the waves had battered his ship.
And no one since then had felt its weight.
She looked up, saw Matthew standing at the wheelhouse door watching her. Furiously embarrassed, Tate snatched her hand back, took a casual drink from her Pepsi.
“We have a sword at home,” she said evenly. “Sixteenth century.” She didn’t add that they had only the hilt, and that it was broken.
“Good for you.” He took the sword, settled with it on the deck. He was already regretting the impulsive invitation. It didn’t do much good for him to keep repeating to himself that she was too young. Not with her T-shirt wet and molded against her, and those creamy, just sun-kissed legs looking longer than they had a right to. And that voice—half whiskey, half prim lemonade—didn’t belong to a child, but to a woman. Or it should have.
She frowned, watching him patiently working on the corrosion. She hadn’t expected those scarred, rough-looking hands to be patient.
“Why do you want partners?”
He didn’t look up. “Didn’t say I did.”
  
“But your uncle—”
“That’s Buck.” Matthew lifted a shoulder. “He handles the business.”
She propped her elbows on her knees, her chin in the heels of her hands. “What do you handle?”
He glanced up then, and his eyes, restless despite the patience of his hands, clashed with hers. “The hunt.”
She understood that, exactly, and smiled at him with an eagerness that ignored the sword between them. “It’s wonderful, isn’t it? Thinking about what could be there, and that you might be the one to find it. Where did you find the coin?” At his baffled look, she grinned and reached out to touch the disk of silver at his chest. “The piece of eight.”
“My first real salvage dive,” he told her, wishing she didn’t look so appealingly fresh and friendly. “California. We lived there for a while. What are you doing diving for treasure instead of driving some college boy nuts?”
Tate tossed her head and tried her hand at sophistication. “Boys are easy,” she drawled, and slid down to sit on the deck across from him. “I like challenges.”
The quick twist in his gut warned him. “Careful, little girl,” he murmured.
“I’m twenty,” she said with all the frigid pride of burgeoning womanhood. Or she would be, she amended, by summer’s end. “Why are you out here diving for treasure instead of working for a living?”
Now he grinned. “Because I’m good. If you’d been better, you’d have this, and I wouldn’t.”
Rather than dignify that with a response, she took another sip of Pepsi. “Why isn’t your father along? Has he given up diving?”
“In a manner of speaking. He’s dead.”
“Oh. I’m sorry.”
“Nine years ago,” Matthew continued, and kept cleaning the sword. “We were doing some hunting off of Australia.”
“A diving accident?”
“No. He was too good to have an accident.” He picked up the can she’d set down, took a swallow. “He was murdered.”
It took Tate a moment. Matthew had spoken so matter-of-factly that the word “murder” didn’t register. “My God, how—”
“I don’t know, for sure.” Nor did he know why he had told her. “He went down alive; we brought him up dead. Hand me that rag.”
“But—”
“That was the end of it,” he said and reached for the rag himself. “No use dwelling on the past.”
She had an urge to lay a hand on his scarred one, but judged, correctly, that he’d snap it off at the wrist. “An odd statement from a treasure hunter.”
“Babe, it’s what it brings you now that counts. And this ain’t bad.”
Distracted, she looked back down at the hilt. As Matthew rubbed, she began to see the gleam. “Silver,” she murmured. “It’s silver. A mark of rank. I knew it.”
“It’s a nice piece.”
Forgetting everything but the find, she leaned closer, let her fingertip skim along the gleam. “I think it’s eighteenth-century.”
His eyes smiled. “Do you?”
“I’m majoring in marine archeology.” She gave her bangs an impatient push. “It could have belonged to the captain.”
“Or any other officer,” Matthew said dryly. “But it’ll keep me in beer and shrimp for a while.”
Stunned, she jerked back. “You’re going to sell it? You’re just going to sell it? For money?”
“I’m not going to sell it for clamshells.”
“But don’t you want to know where it came from, who it came from?”
“Not particularly.” He turned the cleaned portion of the hilt toward the sun, watched it glint in the light. “There’s an antique dealer on Saint Bart’s who’ll give me a square deal.”
“That’s horrible. That’s . . .” She searched for the worst insult she could imagine. “Ignorant.” In a flash, she was on her feet. “To just sell it that way. For all you know, it may have belonged to the captain of the Isabella or the Santa Marguerite. That would be a historic find. It could belong in a museum.”
Amateurs, Matthew thought in disgust. “It belongs where I put it.” He rose fluidly. “I found it.”
Her heart stuttered at the thought of it wasting away in some dusty antique shop, or worse, being bought by some careless tourist who would hang it on the wall of his den.
“I’ll give you a hundred dollars for it.”
His grin flashed. “Red, I could get more than that by melting down the hilt.”
She paled at the thought. “You wouldn’t do that. You couldn’t.” When he only cocked his head, she bit her lip. The stereo system she envisioned gracing her college dorm room would have to wait. “Two hundred then. It’s all I have saved.”
“I’ll take my chances on Saint Bart’s.”
Color flooded back into her cheeks. “You’re nothing but an opportunist.”
“You’re right. And you’re an idealist.” He smiled as she stood in front of him, hands fisted, eyes fired. Over her shoulder, he caught movement on the deck of the Adventure. “And for better or worse, Red, it looks like we’re partners.”
“Over my dead body.”
He took her by the shoulders. For one startled minute, she thought he meant to heave her overboard. But he simply turned her until she faced her own boat.
Her heart sank as she watched her father and Buck Lassiter shake hands.






 CHAPTER 2
A
BRILLIANT SUNSET poured gold and pink across the sky and melted into the sea. The glory was followed by the finger-snap twilight so usual in the tropics. Over the calm water came the scratchy sound of a portable radio aboard the Sea Devil that did little justice to the bouncy reggae beat. The air might have been redolent with the scent of sautéing fish, but Tate’s mood was foul.
“I don’t see why we need partners.” Tate propped her elbows on the narrow table in the galley and frowned at her mother’s back.
“Your father took a real shine to Buck.” Marla sprinkled crushed rosemary into the pan. “It’s good for him to have a man near his own age to pal around with.”
“He has us,” Tate grumbled.
“Of course he has.” Marla smiled over her shoulder. “But men need men, honey. They’ve just got to spit and belch now and again.”
Tate snorted at the idea of her impeccably mannered father doing either. “The point is we don’t know anything about them. I mean, they just showed up in our space.” She was still smarting over the sword. “Dad spent months researching these wrecks. Why should we trust the Lassiters?”
  
“Because they’re Lassiters,” Ray said as he swung into the galley. Bending over, he planted a noisy kiss on the top of Tate’s head. “Our girl’s got a suspicious nature, Marla.” He winked at his wife, then because it was his turn for galley duty, began to set the table. “That’s a good thing, to a point. It’s not smart to believe everything you see, everything you hear. But sometimes you’ve got to go with the gut. Mine tells me the Lassiters are just what we need to round out this little adventure.”
“How?” Tate propped her chin on her fist. “Matthew Lassiter is arrogant and shortsighted and—”
“Young.” Ray finished with a twinkle in his eye. “Marla, that smells wonderful.” He slipped his arms around her waist and nuzzled the back of her neck. She smelled of suntan lotion and Chanel.
“Then let’s sit down and see how it tastes.”
But Tate wasn’t willing to let the matter drop. “Dad, do you know what he plans to do with that sword? He’s just going to sell it to some dealer.”
Ray sat and pursed his lips. “Most salvagers sell their booty, honey. That’s how they make a living.”
“Well, that’s fine.” Tate took the platter her mother offered automatically and chose her portion. “But it should be dated and assessed first. He doesn’t even care what it is or who it belonged to. To him it’s just something to trade for a case of beer.”
“That’s a shame.” Marla sighed as Ray poured dinner wine into her glass. “And I know how you feel, honey. The Tates have always been defenders of history.”
“And the Beaumonts,” her husband put in. “It’s the Southern way. You have a point, Tate.” Ray gestured with his fork. “And I sympathize. But I also understand Matthew’s side of it. The quick turnaround, the quick profit for his efforts. If his grandfather had taken that route, he’d have died a rich man. Instead, he chose to share his discovery and ended up with nothing.”
“There’s a middle ground,” Tate insisted.
“Not for some. But I believe Buck and I found it. If we find the Isabella or the Santa Marguerite, we’ll apply for a lease, if we’re not outside the limit. Regardless, we’ll share what we salvage with the government of Saint Kitts and Nevis, a term he agreed to reluctantly.” Ray lifted his glass, eyed the wine. “He agreed to it because we have something he needs.”
“What do we have?” Tate wanted to know.
“We have a strong enough financial base to continue this operation for some time with or without results. We can afford the time, as we agreed you could defer the upcoming fall semester. And if it becomes an issue, we can afford the equipment needed for an extensive salvage operation.”
“So, they’re using us.” Exasperated, Tate pushed her plate aside. “That’s my point, Dad.”
“In a partnership, one-half must have use of the other.”
Far from convinced, Tate rose to pour herself a glass of fresh lemonade. In theory, she wasn’t against partnership. From an early age, she’d been taught the value of teamwork. It was this specific team she worried over. “And what are they bringing into this partnership?”
“In the first place, they’re professionals. We’re amateurs.” Ray waved a hand as Tate started to protest. “However much I like to dream otherwise, I’ve never discovered a wreck, only explored those found and salvaged by others. Oh, we’ve been lucky a few times.” He picked up Marla’s hand, ran a thumb around the gold ring she wore. “Brought up trinkets others have overlooked. Since my first dive, I’ve dreamed of finding an undiscovered ship.”
“And you will,” Marla claimed with undiluted faith.
“This could be the one.” Tate dragged a hand through her hair. As much as she loved her parents, their lack of practicality baffled her. “Dad, all the research you’ve done, the archives, the manifests, the letters. The way you worked on the records of the storm, the tides, everything. You’ve put so much work into this.”
“I have,” he agreed. “And because of that, I’m very interested that a great deal of Buck’s research aligns with mine. I can learn so much from him. Do you know he worked for three years in the North Atlantic, in depths of five hundred feet and more? Frigid water, dark water. He’s salvaged in mud, in coral, in the feeding area of shark. Imagine it.”
Tate could see he was, the way his eyes unfocused, how his lips curved with dreams. With a sigh, she set a hand on his shoulder. “Dad, just because he’s had more experience—”
“A lifetime more.” Ray reached back, patted her hand. “That’s what he brings to us. Experience, perseverance, the mind of a hunter. And something as basic as manpower. Two teams, Tate, are more efficient than one.” He paused. “Tate, it’s important to me that you understand my decision. If you can’t accept it, I’ll tell Buck the deal’s off.”
And that would cost him, Tate thought, miserably. Pride, because he’d already given his word. Hope, because he was counting on the success of this new team.
“I understand it,” she said, tucking her personal distaste aside. “And I can accept it. Just one more question.”
“Ask away,” Ray invited.
“How can we be sure that when their team goes down, they won’t keep whatever they find to themselves?”
“Because we’re splitting the partnership.” He stood to clear the table. “I’ll dive with Buck. You’ll dive with Matthew.”
“Isn’t that a nice idea?” Marla chuckled to herself at her daughter’s horrified expression. “Who wants a piece of cake?”
 
Dawn spread over the water in bronze and rose streaks that mirrored the sky. The air was pure as silver and deliciously warm. In the distance, the high bluffs of St. Kitts awoke to the light in misty greens and browns. Farther south, the volcano cone that dominated the little island of Nevis was shrouded in clouds. Sugar-white beaches were deserted.
A trio of pelicans skimmed by, then dived with three quick, nearly soundless plops, shooting the water high in a cascade of individual drops. They rose again, skimmed again, dived again, in comical unity. Wavelets lapped lazily against the hull.
  
Slowly, beautifully, the light strengthened, and the water was sapphire.
Tate’s mood wasn’t lifted by the scenery as she suited up. She checked her diver’s watch, her wrist compass, the gauges on her tanks. While her father and Buck shared coffee and conversation on the foredeck, she strapped her diver’s knife onto her calf.
Beside her, Matthew mirrored the routine.
“I’m not any happier about this than you are,” he muttered. He hefted her tanks, helped her secure them.
“That brightens my mood.”
They attached weight belts, eyeing each other with mutual distrust. “Just try to keep up, and stay out of my way. We’ll be fine.”
“Really.” She spat into her mask, rubbed, rinsed. “Why don’t you stay out of my way?” She plastered a smile on her face as Buck and her father sauntered over.
“Set?” Ray asked her, checking her tank harnesses himself. He glanced at the bright-orange plastic bottle that served as a marker. It bobbed quietly on calm seas. “Remember your direction.”
“North by northwest—just like Cary Grant.” Tate pecked his cheek, sniffed his aftershave. “Don’t worry.”
He didn’t worry, Ray told himself. Of course he didn’t. It was just rare that his little girl went down without him. “Have fun.”
Buck hooked his thumbs in the waistband of his shorts. His legs were stubby trunks knobbed by prominent knees. Covering his bald pate was an oil-smeared Dodgers fielder’s cap. His eyes were masked by tinted prescription glasses.
Tate thought he looked like an overweight, poorly dressed gnome. For some reason, she found it appealing. “I’ll keep an eye on your nephew, Buck.”
He grinned at that, his laugh like gravel hitting stone. “You do that, girl. And good hunting.”
With a nod, Tate executed a smooth back roll from the rail, and headed down. She waited, as a responsible partner, for Matthew’s dive. The moment she saw him enter the water, she turned and swam toward the bottom.
  
Sea fans the color of lilacs waved gracefully in the current. Fish, startled by the intrusion, darted away, a colorful stream of life and motion. If she had been with her father, she might have lingered to enjoy the moment, that always-stunning transition between being a creature of the air, and one of the sea.
She might have taken the time to gather a few pretty shells for her mother, or remained still long enough to coax a fish to glide over and inspect the newcomer.
But with Matthew closing the distance between them, Tate was struck less by the wonder of it than by a keen sense of competition.
Let’s see him try to keep up, she decided, and kicking hard, skimmed westward. The water cooled on descent, but remained comfortable. It was a pity, she thought, that they were far from the more interesting reefs and coral gardens, but there was enough to please the senses—the water itself, the sway of fans, a flashing fish.
She kept her eyes peeled for lumps or discolorations in the sand. Damned if she’d miss something and let him surface in triumph again.
She reached for a broken piece of coral, examined it, discarded it. Matthew swam by her, taking the lead. Though Tate reminded herself the change of lead was basic diving procedure, she fretted until she could once more take the point.
They communicated only when strictly necessary. After agreeing to spread out, they kept each other in view. As much, Tate thought, in suspicion as safety.
For an hour, they combed the area where they had found the sword. Tate’s first sense of anticipation began to wane when they discovered nothing more. Once she fanned away at sand, her heart thumping as she caught a glint. Her visions of some ancient shoe buckle or plate faded when she uncovered a twentieth-century can of Coke.
Discouraged, she swam farther north. Here, suddenly, a vast undersea garden of brightly patterned shells and coral with darting fish feeding. Lovely branched coral, too fragile to survive the wave action of shallow water, speared and spread in ruby and emerald and mustard yellow. It was home to dozens of creatures that hid in it, fed on it, or indeed fed it.
Pleasure slid through her as she watched a volute with its pumpkin-colored shell creep its laborious way along a rock. A clown fish darted through the purple-tipped tentacles of a sea anemone, immune to their stinging. A trio of regal angelfish glided along, a formation in search of breakfast.
Like a kid in a candy store, Matthew thought, as he watched her. She was holding her position with slow movements, her eyes darting as she tried to take in everything at once.
He’d liked to have dismissed her as foolish, but he appreciated the sea’s theater. Both the drama and comedy continued around them—the sunny yellow wrasses busily cleaning the demanding queen triggerfish, devoted as ladies-in-waiting. There, quick and lethal, the ambushing moray darted from his cave to clamp his jaws over the unwary grouper.
She didn’t flinch from her up-close seat of instant death, but studied it. And he had to admit she was a good diver. Strong, skilled, sensible. She didn’t like working with him, but she held up her end.
He knew that most amateurs became discouraged if they didn’t stumble across some stray coin or artifact within an hour. But she was systematic and apparently tireless. Two other traits he appreciated in a diving partner.
If they were going to be stuck with each other, at least for a couple of months, he might as well make the best of it.
In what he considered a gesture of truce, he swam over, tapped her shoulder. She glanced over, her eyes bland behind her mask. Matthew pointed behind them and watched those eyes brighten with appreciation when she spotted the school of tiny silver-tipped minnows. In a glinting wave, they veered as a mass barely six inches from Tate’s outstretched hand, and vanished.
She was still grinning when she saw the barracuda.
It was perhaps a yard off, hovering motionless with its toothy grin and staring eyes. This time she pointed. When Matthew noted that she was amused rather than afraid, he resumed his search.
Tate glanced back occasionally to be certain their movements didn’t attract their audience. But the barracuda remained placidly at a distance. Sometime later when she looked back, he was gone.
She saw the conglomerate just as Matthew’s hand closed over it. Disgusted, and certain only her inattention had kept her from finding it first, she swam another few yards to the north.
It irritated her the way he seemed to work in her pocket. If she didn’t keep her eye on him, he was practically at her shoulder. In a gesture of dismissal, she kicked away, damned if she’d let him think his misshapen hunk of rock interested her, however promising its pebbly surface.
And that’s when she found the coin.
The small spread of darkened sand drew her closer. She fanned more from habit than enthusiasm, imagining she’d probably unearth someone’s pocket change or a rusted tin can tossed from a passing boat. But the blackened disk was barely an inch under the silt. She knew the moment she plucked it up that she was holding a legend.
Pieces of eight, she thought, giddy with discovery. A pirate’s chant, a buccaneer’s booty.
Realizing she was holding her breath, a dangerous mistake, she began to breathe slowly as she rubbed at the discoloration with her thumb. There was the dull sheen of silver at the corner of the irregularly shaped coin.
With a cautious glance over her shoulder to be certain Matthew was occupied, she tucked it into the sleeve of her wet suit. Smug now, she began to search for more signs.
When a check of her gauge and her watch indicated their time was up, she noted her position, and turned toward her partner. He nodded, jerked a thumb. They began to swim east, ascending slowly.
His goody bag was laden with conglomerate, which he pointed out to her before gesturing to her own empty one. She gave him the equivalent of a shrug and broke the surface just ahead of him.
“Bad luck, Red.”
  
She suffered his superior smile as they headed in. “Maybe.” Gripping the ladder of the Adventure, she tossed her flippers up to where her father waited. “Maybe not.”
“How’d it go?” Once his daughter was on deck, Ray relieved her of her weight belt and tanks. Noting her empty bag, he struggled to mask disappointment. “Nothing worth bringing up, huh?”
“I wouldn’t say that,” Matthew commented. He handed Buck his full bag before unzipping his suit. Water dripped from his hair, pooled at his feet. “Might be something worthwhile once we chip away at it.”
“The boy’s got a sixth sense about these things.” Buck set the bag on a bench. His fingers were already itching to start hammering at the conglomerate.
“I’ll work on it,” Marla offered. She was wearing her flowered sun hat and a sundress of canary yellow that set off her flame-colored hair. “I just want to get some videos first. Tate, you and Matthew have a nice cold drink and something to eat. I know these two want to go down and try their luck.”
“Sure.” Tate pushed her wet hair back from her face. “Oh, and speaking of luck.” She pulled the wrists of her wet suit. A half dozen coins fell jingling to the deck. “I had a little myself.”
“Sonofabitch.” Matthew crouched down. He knew by the weight and the shape what she’d found. While the others erupted with excitement, he rubbed a coin between his fingers and looked up coolly into Tate’s self-satisfied smile.
He didn’t begrudge her the find. But he sure as hell hated that she’d managed to make him look like a fool.
“Where’d you find them?”
“A couple of yards north of where you were harvesting your rocks.” She decided the way annoyance narrowed his eyes almost made up for the sword. “You were so busy I didn’t want to interrupt you.”
“Yeah. I bet.”
“Spanish.” Ray stared down at the coin nestled in his palm. “Seventeen thirty-three. This could be it. The date’s right.”
  
“Could be from the other ships,” Matthew responded. “Time, current, storms—they spread things out.”
“They could just as easily be from the Isabella or Santa Marguerite.” There was a fever in Buck’s eyes. “Ray and me, we’ll concentrate on the area where you found these.” He rose from his crouched position, held out a coin to Tate. “These’ll go in the kitty. But I figure you ought to keep one, for yourself. That sit right with you, Matthew?”
“Sure.” He shrugged his shoulders before turning to the ice chest. “No big deal.”
“It is to me,” Tate murmured as she accepted the coin from Buck. “It’s the first time I’ve ever found coins. Pieces of eight.” She laughed and leaned forward to give Buck an impulsive kiss. “What a feeling.”
His ruddy cheeks darkened. Women had always remained a mystery to him and mostly at a distance. “You hold on to it—that feeling. Sometimes it’s a long stretch before you have it again.” He slapped Ray on the back. “Let’s suit up, partner.”
Within thirty minutes, the second team was under way. Marla had spread out a drop cloth and was busily chipping away at the conglomerate. Tate postponed lunch to clean the silver coins.
Nearby, Matthew sat on the deck and polished off his second BLT. “I tell you, Marla, I might just shanghai you. You sure have a way of putting food together.”
“Anybody can make a sandwich.” Her hammer rang in counterpoint to her molasses-drenched voice. “You’ll have to have dinner with us, Matthew. Then you’ll see what cooking’s all about.”
He was sure he heard Tate’s teeth gnash. “Love to. I can run over to Saint Kitts for you if you need any supplies.”
“That’s very sweet.” She’d changed into work shorts and an oversized shirt, and was sweating. Somehow she still managed to look like a Southern belle planning a tea party. “I could use a little fresh milk to make biscuits.”
“Biscuits? Marla, for homemade biscuits, I’d swim back from the island with the whole cow.”
He was rewarded by her quick, infectious laughter. “Just a gallon will do me. Oh, not this minute,” she said, waving him back when he started to rise. “Plenty of time. You enjoy your lunch and the sunshine.”
“Stop trying to charm my mother,” Tate said under her breath.
Matthew scooted closer. “I like your mother. You’ve got her hair,” he murmured. “Her eyes, too.” He picked up another section of sandwich, bit in. “Too bad you don’t take after her otherwise.”
“I also have her delicate bone structure,” Tate said with a clench-toothed smile.
Matthew took his time with his study. “Yeah, I guess you do.”
Suddenly uncomfortable, she shifted back an inch. “You’re crowding me,” she complained. “Just like you do on a dive.”
“Here, take a bite.” He held out the sandwich, nearly plowing it into her mouth so that she had little choice but to accept. “I’ve decided you’re my good-luck charm.”
Rather than choke, she swallowed. “I beg your pardon?”
“There’s a nice Southern flow to the way you say that,” he observed. “Just a hint of ice under the honey. My good-luck charm,” he repeated. “Because you were around when I found the sword.”
“You were around when I found it.”
“Whatever. There are a couple of things I don’t turn my back on. A man with greed in his eyes, a woman with fire in hers.” He offered Tate more of the sandwich. “And luck. Good or bad.”
“I’d think it would be smarter to walk away from bad luck.”
“Facing it’s better. Usually quicker. Lassiters have had a long run of the bad.” With a shrug, he finished the sandwich himself. “Seems to me you’ve brought me some of the good.”
“I’m the one who found the coins.”
“Maybe I’m bringing you some, too.”
“I’ve got something,” Marla sang out. “Come and see.”
  
Matthew rose, and after a moment’s hesitation, held out a hand. With matching wariness, Tate took it and let him haul her to her feet.
“Nails,” Marla said, gesturing with one hand as she dabbed a handkerchief over her damp face with the other. “They look old. And this . . .” She picked up a small disk from amid the rubble. “Looks like some sort of button. Copper or bronze perhaps.”
With a grunt, Matthew crouched down. There were two iron spikes, a pile of pottery shards, a broken piece of metal that might have been a buckle or pin of some sort. But it was the nails that interested him most.
Marla was right. They were old. He picked one up, turned it in his fingers, imagining it once being hammered into planks that were doomed to storms and sea worms.
“Brass,” Tate announced with delight as she worked off the corrosion with solvent and a rag. “It is a button. It’s got some etching on it, a flower. A little rose. It was probably on a dress of a female passenger.”
The thought made her sad. The woman, unlike the button, hadn’t survived.
“Maybe.” Matthew spared the button a glance. “Odds are we hit a bounce site.”
Tate reached for her own sunglasses to cut the glare. “What’s a bounce site?”
“Just what it sounds like. We probably found the spot where a ship hit while it was being driven in by waves. The wreck’s somewhere else.” He lifted his gaze, scanned the sea to the horizon. “Somewhere else,” he repeated.
But Tate shook her head. “You’re not going to discourage me after this. We haven’t come up empty-handed, Matthew. One full dive and we have all this. Coins and nails—”
“Broken pottery and a brass button.” Matthew tossed the nail he held back into the pile. “Chump change, Red. Even for an amateur.”
She reached out and took hold of the coin that dangled around his neck. “Where there’s some, there’s more. My father believes we have a chance at a major find. So do I.”
She was ready to quiver with anger, he noted. Her chin thrust up, sharp as the spikes at their feet, eyes hard and hot.
Christ, why did she have to be a college girl?
He moved his shoulder, and deliberately gave her a light, insulting pat on the cheek. “Well, it’ll keep us entertained. But it’s more often true that where there’s some, that’s all.” He brushed off his hands and rose. “I’ll clean this up for you, Marla.”
“You’re a real upbeat kind of guy, Lassiter.” Tate tugged off her T-shirt. For some reason, the way he’d looked at her, just for an instant, had heated her skin. “I’m going for a swim.” Moving to the rail, she dove off the side.
“She’s her father’s daughter,” Marla said with a quiet smile. “Always sure hard work, perseverence and a good heart will pay off. Life’s harder on them than it is for those of us who know those things aren’t always enough.” She patted Matthew’s arm. “I’ll tidy up here, Matthew. I have my own little system. You go on and get me that milk.”




 CHAPTER 3
T
ATE FOUND PESSIMISM cowardly. It seemed to her that it was simply an excuse never to face disappointment.
It was even worse when pessimism won out.
After two weeks of dawn-to-dusk double-team diving, they found nothing but a few more scraps of corroded metal. She told herself she wasn’t discouraged and hunted on her shift with more care and more enthusiasm than was warranted.
At night, she took to poring over her father’s charts, the copies he’d made from his research. The more cavalier Matthew became, the more determined she was to prove him wrong. She wanted the wreck now, passionately. If only to beat him.
She had to admit the weeks weren’t a total loss. The weather was beautiful, the diving spectacular. The time she spent on the island when her mother insisted on a break was filled with souvenir shopping, exploring, picnics on the beach. She hunted through cemeteries and old churches, hoping she might find another clue to the secret of the wrecks of 1733.
But most of all, she enjoyed watching her father with Buck. They were an odd pair—one squat and round and cue-ball bald, the other aristocratically lean with a mane of silvering blond hair.
Her father spoke with the slow, sweet drawl of coastal Carolina while Buck’s conversation was peppershot with oaths delivered with Yankee quickness. Yet they merged together like old friends reunited.
Often when they surfaced after a dive, they were laughing like boys fresh from some misdemeanor. And one always seemed to have a tale to tell on the other.
It was illuminating for Tate to watch the friendship bloom and grow so rapidly. On land, her father’s companions were businessmen, a suit-and-tie brigade of success, moderate wealth and staunch Southern heritage.
Here she watched him bronzing in the sun with Buck, sharing a beer and dreams of fortune.
Marla would snap their picture or pull out her ubiquitous video camera and call them two old salts.
As Tate prepared for her morning dive, she watched them arguing baseball over coffee and croissants.
“What Buck knows about baseball you could swallow in one gulp,” Matthew commented. “He’s been boning up so he can fight with Ray.”
Tate sat down to pull on her flippers. “I think it’s nice.”
“Didn’t say it wasn’t.”
“You never say anything’s nice.”
He sat beside her. “Okay, it’s nice. Hanging with your father’s been good for Buck. He’s had a rough time the last few years. I haven’t seen him enjoy himself so much since . . . for a long time.”
Tate let out a long sigh. It was difficult to work up any annoyance with straight sincerity. “I know you care about him.”
“Sure I do. He’s always been there for me. I’d do anything for Buck.” Matthew pressed a securing hand to his mask. “Hell, I’m diving with you, aren’t I?” With that, he rolled into the water.
Instead of being insulted, she grinned, and rolled in after him.
They followed the marker down. They had been moving the search steadily northward. Each time they tried new territory, Tate felt that quickening surge of anticipation. Each time they went down, she told herself today could be the day.
The water was pleasantly cool on the exposed skin of her hands and face. She enjoyed the way it streamed through her hair on her descent.
The fish had grown used to them. It wasn’t unusual for a curious grouper or angelfish to peer into her mask. She’d gotten into the habit of bringing a plastic bag of crackers or bread crumbs with her, and took a few minutes at the start of every dive to feed them, and have them swirl around her.
Invariably the barracuda they’d dubbed “Smiley” came to call, always keeping his distance, always watching. As a mascot, he wasn’t particularly lively, but he was loyal.
She and Matthew developed an easy routine. They worked in sight of each other, rarely crossing the invisible line both recognized as separating their territories. Still, they shared their glimpses of sea life. A hand signal, a tap on the tank to point out a school of fish, a burrowing ray.
He was, Tate decided, easier to tolerate in the silence of the sea than above it. Now and again that silence was broken by the blurred roar of a tourist boat above them. Tate had even heard the eerie echo of music from a blasting portable radio with Tina Turner’s raw-throated voice wanting to know what love had to do with it.
Singing in her head, Tate aimed for an odd formation of coral. She startled a grouper, who gave her one baleful glance before gliding off. Amused, she glanced over her shoulder. Matthew was swimming west, but was still in her line of vision. She flipped north toward the pretty soft reds and browns of the formation.
Tate was on top of it before she realized it wasn’t coral, but rocks. Bubbles burst from her mouthpiece. If she had been above the water rather than below, she might have babbled.
Ballast rocks. Surely they had to be ballast rocks. From her studies she knew the color meant galleon. Schooners had used the brittle gray egg rock. The ballast of a galleon, she thought with a dreamy sense of unreality. That had been lost, forgotten. And now found.
One of the lost wrecks of 1733 was here. And she had found it.
She let out a shout that did nothing more than spray bubbles that blurred her vision. Remembering herself, she slipped her knife from its sheath and rapped sharply on her tank.
Turning a circle, she saw the shadow of her partner yards away. She thought he was signaling, and impatient, rapped again.
Come here, damn it.
She rapped a third time, putting as much insistence as she could manage into the one-toned signal. With satisfaction, and the beginnings of smugness, she watched him cut through the water toward her.
Be as irritated as you like, hotshot, she thought. And prepared to be humbled.
She could see the moment he recognized the stones, the slight hesitation in rhythm, then the quickening of pace. Unable to help herself, she grinned at him and attempted a watery pirouette.
Behind his face mask his eyes were blue as cobalt, intense, with a recklessness that had her heart thudding hard in response. He circled the pile once, apparently satisfied. When he took her hand, Tate gave his fingers a quick, friendly squeeze. She expected they would surface, announce her discovery, but he tugged her back in the direction from where he’d come.
She pulled back, shaking her head, jerking her thumb up. Matthew pointed west. Tate rolled her eyes, gestured back toward the ballast pile and started to kick toward the surface.
Matthew grabbed her ankle, shocking her with the familiar way his hands worked up her leg as he drew her back down. She considered swinging at him, but he had her arm again and was towing her.
It left her no choice but to go along, and to imagine all the vicious things she would say to him once she could speak.
  
Then she saw and her mouth fell open in reaction. She readjusted her mouthpiece, remembered to breathe and stared at the cannons.
They were corroded, covered with sea life and half buried in the sand. But they were there, the great guns that had once graced the Spanish fleet, defended it against pirates and enemies of the king. She could have wept for the joy of it.
Instead, she grabbed Matthew in a clumsy hug and spun him around in what passed for a victory dance. Water swirled around them, and a school of silver fish cut around them like blades. Their face masks bumped, and she bubbled out a giggle, still holding on to him as they kicked toward the surface forty feet above.
The moment they broke through, she pushed back her face mask, let her mouthpiece drop. “Matthew, you saw it. It’s really there.”
“Seems to be.”
“We’re the first to find it. After more than two hundred and fifty years, we’re the first.”
His grin flashed, his legs tangling with hers as they tread water. “A virgin wreck. And it’s all ours, Red.”
“I can’t believe it. It’s nothing like the other times. Someone else had always been there first, and we just puttered around what they’d overlooked or left behind. But this . . .” She tossed back her head and laughed. “Oh God. It feels wonderful. Enormous.”
With another laugh, she threw her arms around him, nearly sinking them both, and pressed her lips to his in an innocent kiss of delight.
Her lips were wet and cool and curved. The shock of them against his blanked his mind for a full three heartbeats. He wasn’t fully aware that he tugged her lips apart with his teeth, slipped his tongue into her mouth to taste, that he changed the kiss from innocent to hungry.
He felt her breath hitch, and her lips soften. Then heard her low, catchy sigh.
Mistake. The word flashed like neon in his brain. But she was pouring herself into the kiss now, in a surrender as irresistible as it was unexpected.
  
She tasted salt and sea and man, and wondered if anyone had ever sampled such potent flavors all at once. Sun-showered golden light, diamonds of it dancing on the water; the water cool and soft and seductive. She thought her heart had stopped, but it didn’t seem to matter. Nothing mattered in this strange and lovely world but the taste and feel of his mouth.
Then she was cut loose and floundering, the door to that fascinating world slamming shut in her face. She kicked instinctively to keep her head above water and blinked at Matthew with huge, dreamy eyes.
“We’re wasting time.” He snapped it at her and cursed himself. When she pressed her lips together as if to recapture the kiss, he bit back a groan and cursed her.
“What?”
“Snap out of it. Somebody your age has been kissed before.”
The hard edge of his voice and the insult beneath it cut away the mists. “Of course I have. It was just a gesture of congratulations.” That shouldn’t have left this hollow sensation in the pit of her stomach.
“Well, save it. We’ve got to tell the others and put out markers.”
“Fine.” She headed toward the boat with a quick, efficient crawl. “I don’t see what you’re so mad about.”
“You wouldn’t,” Matthew muttered and started after her.
Determined not to let him spoil the most exciting day of her life, Tate clambered onto the boat.
Marla was sitting under the awning giving herself a manicure. One hand was already tipped with bright-salmon pink. She looked over with a smile. “You’re early, honey. We didn’t expect you up for another hour or so.”
“Where are Dad and Buck?”
“In the pilothouse, studying that old map again.” Marla’s smile began to crumble at the edges. “Something’s wrong. Matthew.” She scrambled out of her chair, panic darting out of her eyes. Her secret, never-voiced fear of sharks clawed at her throat. “Is he hurt? What happened?”
“He’s fine.” Tate unhooked her weight belt. “He’s right behind me.” She heard his flippers hit the deck, but didn’t turn to offer him a hand up. Instead she took a deep breath. “Nothing’s wrong, Mom. Nothing at all. Everything’s great. We found it.”
Marla had hurried over to the rail to make certain of Matthew’s safety. Her heartbeat began to level again when she saw him whole and unharmed. “Found what, honey?”
“The wreck.” Tate passed a hand over her face, stunned to see her fingers were trembling. There was a roaring in her ears, a flutter in her chest. “One of them. We found it.”
“Christ Jesus.” Buck stood at the door to the deckhouse. His normally ruddy face was pale, the eyes behind his lenses stunned. “Which one?” he said in a strained voice. “Which one did you find, boy?”
“Can’t say.” Matthew shrugged off his tanks. His pulse was scrambling fast, but he knew it had as much to do with the fact he’d nearly devoured Tate as it did with the possibilities of treasure. “But she’s down there, Buck. We found ballast, galleon ballast, and cannon.” He looked beyond Buck to where Ray stood, goggling. “The other spot was a bounce site, like I figured. But this site has real possibilities.”
“What—” Ray had to clear his throat. “What was the position, Tate?”
She opened her mouth, closed it again when she realized she’d been too enthralled to mark it. A flush bloomed on her cheeks.
Matthew glanced at her, offered a thin, superior smile before giving Ray the coordinates. “We’ll need to put out marker buoys. You guys want to suit up, I’ll show you what we have.” Then he grinned. “I’d say we’re going to put that nice new airlift of yours to use, Ray.”
“Yeah.” Ray looked at Buck. His dazed expression began to clear. “I’d say you’re right.” With a whoop he grabbed Buck. The two men hugged, rocking like drunks.
 
They needed a plan. It was Tate who, after the noisy celebration that night, offered the voice of reason. A system was required in order to salvage the wreck, and preserve it. Their claim had to be staked legally, and concretely. And the artifacts had to be precisely catalogued.
They needed a good underwater camera to record the sight and the position of artifacts they uncovered, several good notebooks to use for cataloguing. Slates and graphite pencils for sketching under water.
“Used to be,” Buck began as he helped himself to another beer, “a man found a wreck, and all it held was his—long as he could hold off pirates and claim jumpers. You had to be cagey, know how to keep your mouth shut, and be willing to fight for what was yours.”
His words slurred a bit as he gestured with his bottle. “Now there’s rules and regulations, and every bloody body wants a piece of what you find with your own work and God-given luck. And there’s plenty who’re more worried about some planks of worm-eaten timber than about a mother lode of silver.”
“The historical integrity of a wreck’s important, Buck.” Ray cruised on his own beer, and the possibilities. “It’s historical value, our responsibility to the past, and the future.”
“Shit.” Buck lighted one of the ten cigarettes he permitted himself a day. “Time was we blew her to kingdom come if that’s what it took to get to the mother lode. Not saying it was smart.” He chuffed out smoke, and his eyes grew dim with memory. “But it sure as hell was fun.”
“We haven’t any right to destroy something to get to something else,” Tate murmured.
Buck glanced over at Tate, grinned. “Wait, girl, till you get a taste of gold fever. It does something to you. You see that glint come out of the sand. It’s shiny and bright, not like silver. Could be a coin, a chain, a medallion, some trinket a long-dead man gave his long-dead woman. There it is, in your hand, true as the day it was made. And all you can think about is more.”
Curious, she tilted her head. “Is that why you keep going down? If you found all the treasure the Isabella and Santa Marguerite held—if you found it all and were rich, would you still go down for more?”
“I’ll go down till I die. It’s all I know. All I need to. Your father was like that,” he added, gesturing to Matthew. “Whether he struck the mother lode or came back with nothing but a cannonball, he had to go down again. Dying stopped him. That was all that could.” His voice roughened as he looked down at his beer again. “He wanted the Isabella. Spent the last months he lived figuring how and where and when. Now we’ll harvest her for him. Angelique’s Curse.”
“What?” Ray’s brows drew together. “Angelique’s Curse?”
“Killed my brother,” Buck said blearily. “Damn witch’s spell.”
Recognizing the signs, Matthew leaned forward, plucked the nearly empty beer from his uncle’s fingers. “A man killed him, Buck. A flesh-and-blood man. No curse, no spell.” Rising, he hauled Buck to his feet. “He gets maudlin when he drinks too much,” he explained. “Next he’ll be talking about Blackbeard’s ghost.”
“Saw it,” Buck mumbled around a foolish smile. His glasses slid down his nose so that he peered myopically over them. “Thought I did. Off the coast of Ocracoke. Remember that, Matthew?”
“Sure, I remember. We’ve got a long day ahead of us. Better get back to the boat.”
“Want some help?” Ray rose, was surprised, and a little chagrined to discover he wasn’t entirely steady on his feet.
“I can manage. I’ll just pour him into the inflatable, row him across. Thanks for dinner, Marla. Never in my life tasted fried chicken to match yours. Be ready at dawn, kid,” he told Tate. “And for a taste of real work.”
“I’ll be ready.” Despite the fact he hadn’t asked for help, she went to Buck’s other side, draped his arm over her shoulders. “Come on, Buck, time for bed.”
“You’re a sweet kid.” With drunken affection, he gave her a clumsy squeeze. “Ain’t she, Matthew?”
“She’s a regular sugar cube. I’m going down the ladder first, Buck. If you fall in, I might let you drown.”
“That’ll be the day.” Buck chuckled, shifting his weight onto Tate as Matthew swung over the side. “That boy’d fight off a school of sharks for me. Lassiters stick together.”
“I know.” Carefully, rocking a bit under his weight, Tate managed to maneuver Buck over the rail. “Hold on, now.” The absurdity had her giggling as he swayed over the ladder and Matthew cursed from below. “Hold on, Buck.”
“Don’t you worry, girl. There isn’t a boat been made I can’t board.”
“Goddamn it, you’re going to capsize us. Buck, you idiot.” As the dinghy pitched dangerously, Matthew shoved Buck down. Water sloshed in, soaking both of them.
“I’ll bail her out, Matthew.” With a good-natured chuckle, Buck began to scoop water out of the bottom with his hands.
“Just sit still.” Matthew took the oars out of the locks, glanced up to see the Beaumonts grinning over the side. “I should have made him swim for it.”
“ ’Night, Ray.” Buck waved cheerfully as Matthew rowed. “There’ll be gold doubloons tomorrow. Gold and silver and bright, shiny jewels. A new wreck, Matthew,” he mumbled as his chin dropped to his chest. “Always knew we’d find it. Was the Beaumonts brought us the luck.”
“Yeah.” After securing the oars and the line, Matthew eyed his uncle dubiously. “Can you make the ladder, Buck?”
“Sure, I can make the ladder. Got the sea legs I was born with, don’t I?” Those legs wobbled, as did the small raft as he weaved toward the side of the Sea Devil.
Through more luck than design, he gripped a rung and hauled himself up before he could turn the inflatable over. Soaked to the knees, Matthew joined him on deck. Buck was weaving and waving enthusiastically to the Beaumonts.
“Ahoy the Adventure. All’s well.”
“Let’s see if you say that in the morning,” Matthew muttered and half carried Buck to the closet-sized wheelhouse.
  
“Those are good people, Matthew. First I was thinking we’d just use their equipment, string them along, then take us the lion’s share. Be easy for you and me to go down at night, lay off some of the best salvage. Don’t think they’d know the difference.”
“Probably not,” Matthew agreed, as he stripped the wet pants off his uncle. “I gave it some thought myself. Amateurs usually deserve to be fleeced.”
“And we’ve fleeced a few,” Buck said merrily. “Just can’t do it to old Ray, though. Got a friend there. Haven’t had a friend like that since your dad died. There’s his pretty wife, pretty daughter. Nope.” He shook his head with some regret. “Can’t pirate from people you like.”
Matthew acknowledged this with a grunt and eyed the hammock strung between the cabin’s forward and aft walls. He hoped to God he wouldn’t have to heft Buck into it. “You’ve got to get into your bunk.”
“Yep. Going to play straight with Ray.” Like a bear climbing into his cave, Buck heaved himself up. The hammock swayed dangerously before he settled. “Should tell them about Angelique’s Curse. Thinking about it, but never told nobody but you.”
“Don’t worry about it.”
“Maybe if I don’t tell them, they won’t be jinxed by it. Don’t want to see anything happen to them.”
“They’ll be fine.” Matthew unzipped his jeans, peeled them off.
“Remember that picture I showed you? All that gold, the rubies, the diamonds. Doesn’t seem like something so beautiful could be evil.”
“Because it can’t.” Matthew stripped off his shirt, tossed it after his jeans. He slipped Buck’s glasses off his nose, set them aside. “Get some sleep, Buck.”
“More than two hundred years since they burned that witch and people still die. Like James.”
Matthew’s jaw set, and his eyes went cold. “It wasn’t a necklace that killed my father. It was a man. It was Silas VanDyke.”
“VanDyke.” Buck repeated the name in a voice slurred with sleep. “Never prove it.”
  
“It’s enough to know it.”
“It’s the curse. The witch’s curse. But we’ll beat her, Matthew. You and me’ll beat her.” Buck began to snore.
Curse be damned, Matthew thought. He’d find the amulet all right. He’d follow in his father’s footsteps until he had it. And when he did, he’d take his revenge on the bastard who had murdered James Lassiter.
In his underwear, he stepped out of the cabin into the balmy, star-splattered night. The moon hung, a silver coin struck in half. He settled under it in his own hammock, far enough away that his uncle’s habitual snoring was only a low hum.
There was a necklace, a chain of heavy gold links and a pendant etched with names of doomed lovers and studded with rubies and diamonds. He’d seen the pictures, read the sketchy documentation his father had unearthed.
He knew the legend as well as a man might know fairy tales recited to him as a child at bedtime. A woman burned at the stake, condemned for witchcraft and murder. Her final promise that any who profited from her death would pay in kind.
The doom and despair that had followed the path of the necklace for two centuries. The greed and lust that had caused men to kill for it and women to plot.
He might even believe the legend, but it meant only that the greed and the lust had caused the doom and despair. A priceless jewel needed no curse to drive men to murder.
That he was sure of. That he knew, too well. Angelique’s Curse had been the motive behind his father’s death.
But it was a man who had planned it, executed it.
Silas VanDyke. Matthew could conjure up his face if he needed to, the voice, the build, even the smell. No matter how many years passed, he forgot nothing.
And he knew, as he had known as a helpless, grief-ravaged teenager, that one day he would find the amulet, and use it against VanDyke.
For revenge.
It was odd, that with such dark and violent thoughts hovering in his mind as he drifted to sleep, he would dream of Tate.
  
Swimming in impossibly clear waters, free of weight, of equipment, slick and agile as a fish. Deeper and deeper, to where the sun could no longer penetrate. The fans waved and toothy clumps of colors gleamed like jewels and carried bright fish in their pockets.
Still deeper, to where the colors—reds and oranges and yellows—faded to cool, cool blue. Yet there was no pressure, no need to equalize, no fears. Only a bursting sense of freedom that mellowed into complete and utter contentment.
He could stay here forever, in this soundless world, with nothing on his back, neither tanks nor worries.
There. There below him, a child’s fairy-tale image of a sunken ship. The masts, the hull, the tattered flags waving in the current. It lay tilted in the bed of sand, impossibly whole and impossibly clear. He could see the cannons, still aimed against ancient enemies. And the wheel waiting for its captain ghost to steer it.
Delighted, he swam toward it, through swirls of fish, past an octopus that curled its tentacles and ballooned away, under the shadow of a giant ray that danced overhead.
He circled the deck of the Spanish galleon, read the proud lettering that christened her the Isabella. The crow’s nest creaked above him, like a tree in the wind.
Then he saw her. Like a mermaid, she hovered just out of reach, smiling a siren’s smile, gesturing with lovely, graceful hands. Her hair was long, not a flaming cap, but long, silken ropes of fire waving and swirling over her shoulders and naked breasts. Her skin was like a pearl, white and gleaming.
Her eyes were the same, green and amused.
As if a tide had swept him, he was helpless to do anything but go to her.
Her arms went around him, satin chains. Her lips parted for his and were sweet as honey. When he touched her, it was as if he’d waited all his life for that alone. The feel of her skin sliding under his hand, the quiver of muscle as he aroused her. The drum of pulse under flesh.
The taste of her sigh was in his mouth. Then the slick and glorious heat enveloped as he slid inside her, as her legs wrapped around him and her body bowed back to take him deeper.
It was all dreamy movements, endless sensation. They drifted, rolling through the water in a soundless mating that left him weak and stunned and blissfully happy. He felt himself spill into her.
Then she kissed him, softly, deeply and with incredible sweetness. When he saw her face again, she was smiling. He reached for her, but she shook her head and danced away. He gave chase, and they frolicked like children, darting around the sunken ship.
She led him to a chest, laughing as she tossed back the lid and revealed the mountain of gold. Coins spilled as she dipped her hand in. The glint was like sunlight, and scattered with it were jewels of great size. Diamonds as big as his fist, emeralds larger than her eyes, pools of sapphires and rubies. Their color was dazzling against the cool gray of the world around them.
He dragged his hand through the chest, spilled a shower of star-shaped diamonds over her hair and made her laugh.
Then he found the amulet, the heavy gold chain, the blood and tears that studded the pendant. He could feel heat from it, as if it lived. Never in his life had he seen anything so beautiful, so compelling.
He held it up, looked at Tate’s delighted face through the circle of the chain, then slipped it over her head. She laughed, kissed him, then cupped the pendant in her hand.
Suddenly fire exploded from it, a spear of violent heat and light that slammed him back like a blow. He watched in horror as the fire grew, in size and intensity, covering her in a sheath of flame. All he could see were her eyes, anguished and terrified.
He couldn’t reach her. Though he fought and he struggled, the water that had been so calm and peaceful was a whirlwind of movement and sound. A tornado of sand funneled up, blinding him. He heard the lightning crack of the mast splitting, the seaquake roar that burst through the bed of sand and silt to tear through the hull of the ship like cannon fire.
  
Through it he heard screams—hers, his own.
Then it was gone, the flames, the sea, the wreck, the amulet. Tate. The sky was overhead, with its half disk of moon and splatter of stars. The sea was calm and ink-black, barely whispering against the boat.
He was alone on the deck of the Sea Devil, dripping sweat and gasping for breath.






 CHAPTER 4
T
ATE TOOK TWO dozen pictures of ballast and cannon as she and Matthew explored. He humored her by posing at the mouth of a corroded gun, or manned the camera himself to take shots of her among the rocks and patient fish. Together, they attached a crusted cannonball to a flotation and sent it up to the second team.
Then, after a tug on the line, the work began.
Maneuvering an airlift well requires skill, patience and teamwork. It was a simple tool, hardly more than a pipe, four inches in diameter and about ten feet long with an air hose. Pressurized air ran into the pipe, rising and creating suction that would vacuum water, sand and solid objects. It was as essential to a treasure hunter as a hammer to a carpenter. Used too quickly, or with too much power, it could destroy. Used too carelessly, the pipe would become clogged with conglomerate, shells, coral.
While Matthew ran the airlift, Tate examined and collected its fallout that spewed from the top of the pipe. It was hard and tedious work on both sides. Sand and light debris swirled, obscuring vision in a dirty cloud downcurrent. It took a sharp eye and endless patience to search through the fallout, load the bits and pieces and chunks into buckets to be hauled to the surface.
  
Matthew continued to make test holes with a steady, almost soothing rhythm. Stingrays basked in the fallout, apparently enjoying the massage of sand and small rock. Tate allowed herself to dream, imagining a slew of glinting gold bursting out of the pipe, like a jackpot in a slot machine.
Fantasies aside, she gathered fused nails, bits of conglomerate and the shards of broken pottery. They were every bit as fascinating to her as gold bullion. Her college studies in the past year had accented her love of history and the fragments of culture buried in the shifting sea.
Her long-term ambitions and goals were very clear. She would study, earn her degree, absorbing all the knowledge she could hold through books, lectures, and most of all, by doing. One day, she would join the ranks of scientists who sailed the oceans, plumbed the depths to discover and analyze the relics of doomed ships.
Her name would make an impact, and her finds from doubloons to iron spikes would matter.
Eventually, there would be a museum carrying the Beaumont name filled with artifacts.
Now and again as she worked, she would catch herself falling behind because she’d paused to wonder over a broken cup. What had it held the last time someone sipped from it?
When she nicked her finger on a sharp edge, she took it philosophically. The thin drip of blood washed away in the swirl.
Matthew signaled her through the cloud. In the hole, perhaps a foot deep, she saw the iron spikes crossed like swords. Caught between their calcified tips was a platter of pewter.
Forty feet of water didn’t prevent Tate from expressing her glee. She caught his hand and squeezed it, then blew him a kiss. Efficiently, she unhooked her camera from her belt and documented the find. Records, she knew, were essential to scientific discoveries. She might have spent some time examining it, gloating over it unscientifically, but Matthew was already moving off to dig another hole.
There was more. Each time they transferred the airlift, they would uncover another discovery. A clump of spoons cemented in coral, a bowl that even with a third of it missing caused Tate’s heart to slam against her ribs.
Time and fatigue ceased to exist. An audience of thousands watched the progress, small fish scanning the disturbed area for exposed worms. If one got lucky, dozens of others would rush in to search for food in a colorful flood of motion.
At his usual distance, the barracuda remained like a statue, looking on in grinning approval.
Matthew ran the lift like an artist, Tate thought. Probing here, then shifting with a delicacy that seemed to remove sand a grain at a time. He brushed away silt clouds with a wave of the pipe. If the wall of sand was parted by an object, he would back off the pipe, work carefully to prevent damage.
She saw with dazzled eyes a fragile piece of porcelain, a bowl with elegant rosebuds rimming its cup.
He would have left it for the time being, knowing that something that fragile when cemented to coral or some other object could be snapped off at the slightest touch.
But her eyes were so big with wonder, so bright with delight. He wanted to give her the bowl, see her face when she held it. Signaling her back, Matthew began the tedious and time-consuming process of whispering the sand clear. When he was satisfied, he handed her the pipe. Reaching below the bowl to the coral that had claimed it, Matthew worked it free.
It cost him some skin, but when he offered it to her, the nicks and scratches were forgotten. Her eyes glowed, then filled so unexpectedly both of them stared. Disconcerted, Matthew took the pipe back, jerked a thumb to the surface. He cracked the valve on the airlift, released a torrent of bubbles. Together, they swam up in the spray.
She didn’t speak, couldn’t. Grateful they were hampered by the airlift and her last bucket of conglomerate, she reached the side of the Adventure. Her father beamed over the side.
“You’ve been keeping us busy.” He’d pitched his voice over the roar of the compressor, winced when Buck shut it off. “We’ve got dozens of artifacts, Tate.” He hauled up the bucket she held out. “Spoons, forks, buckets, copper coins, buttons . . .” He trailed off when she held up the bowl. “My God. Porcelain. Unbroken. Marla.” His voice cracked on the name. “Marla, come over here and look at this.”
Reverently, Ray took the bowl from Tate. By the time she and Matthew had gotten aboard, Marla was sitting on deck, surrounded by debris, the flowered bowl in her lap, her video camera beside her.
“Pretty piece,” Buck commented. However casual the words, his voice betrayed his excitement.
“Tate liked it.” Matthew glanced toward her. She was standing in her wet suit, the tears that had threatened forty feet below flowing freely.
“There are so many things,” she managed. “Dad, you can’t imagine. Under the sand. All these years under the sand. Then you find them. Something like this.” After rubbing the heels of her hands over her face, she crouched by her mother, dared to skim a gentle fingertip over the rim of the bowl. “Not a chip. It survived a hurricane and more than two hundred and fifty years, and it’s perfect.”
She rose. Her fingers felt numb as she tugged at the zipper of her wet suit. “There was a platter, pewter. It’s caught between two iron spikes like a sculpture. You only had to close your eyes to see it heaped with food and set on a table. Nothing I’ve been studying comes close to doing it, to seeing it.”
“I figure we hit the galley area,” Matthew put in. “Plenty of wooden utensils, wine jugs, broken dishes.” Grateful, he accepted the cold juice Ray offered him. “I dug a lot of test holes, about a thirty-foot area. The two of you might want to move a few degrees north of that.”
“Let’s get started.” Buck was already suiting up. Casually, Matthew walked over to pour more juice.
“Saw a shark cruising,” he said in an undertone. It was well known among the partners that Marla paled and panicked at the thought of sharks. “Wasn’t interested in us, but it wouldn’t hurt to take a couple of bangsticks down.”
  
Ray glanced toward his wife, who was reverently documenting the latest treasures on video. “Better safe than sorry,” he agreed. “Tate,” he called out. “Want to reload the camera for me?”
Twenty minutes later, the compressor was pumping again. Tate worked at the big drop-leaf table in the deckhouse with her mother, cataloguing every item they’d brought up from the wreck.
“It’s the Santa Marguerite.” Tate fingered a spoon before setting it in the proper pile. “We found the ordinance mark on one of the cannons. We found our Spanish galleon, Mom.”
“Your father’s dream.”
“And yours?”
“And mine,” Marla agreed with a slow smile. “Used to be I just went along for the ride. It was such a nice, interesting hobby, I thought. It gave us such adventurous vacations, and was certainly a change from our mundane jobs.”
Tate looked up, a pucker of a frown between her brows. “I never knew you thought your job was mundane.”
“Oh, being a legal secretary is fine except when you start asking yourself why you didn’t have the gumption to be the lawyer.” She moved her shoulders. “The way I was raised, Tate, honey, a woman didn’t move in a man’s world except to quietly pick up behind him. Your grandma was a very old-fashioned woman. I was expected to work in an acceptable job until I found a suitable husband.” She laughed and set aside a pewter cup with a missing handle. “I just got lucky on the husband part. Very lucky.”
This, too, was a new discovery. “Did you want to be a lawyer?”
“Never occurred to me,” Marla admitted. “Until I was heading on toward forty. A dangerous time for a woman. I can’t say I looked back when your father decided to retire. I did the same, and I thought I was more than content to drift with him, playing at treasure-hunting. Now seeing these things.” She picked up a silver coin. “Makes me realize we’re doing something important. Valuable in its way. I never thought to make a mark again.”
“Again.”
Marla looked up with a smile. “I made my mark when I had you. This is wonderful, and it’s exciting. But you’ll always be treasure enough for your father and me.”
“You’ve always made me feel like I can do anything. Be anything.”
“You can.” Marla glanced over. “Matthew, come join us.”
“I don’t want to interrupt.” He felt out of his depth, and clumsy, stepping into the family unit.
“Don’t be silly.” Marla was already on her feet. “I bet you’d like some coffee. I’ve got fresh in the galley. Tate and I are organizing our treasure trove.”
Matthew scanned the scatter of artifacts over the table. “I think we’re going to need more room.”
Marla laughed as she stepped back in with the coffee. “Oh, I like an optimistic man.”
“Realistic,” Tate corrected and patted the seat on the settee in invitation. “My diving partner is far from optimistic.”
Not certain if he was amused or insulted, Matthew sat beside her and sampled his coffee. “I wouldn’t say that.”
“I would.” Tate dived into the bowl of pretzels her mother set out. “Buck’s the dreamer. You like the life—sun, sea, sand.” Nibbling, she leaned back. “No real responsibilities, no real ties. You don’t expect to find some crusted chest filled with gold doubloons, but you know how to make do with the occasional trinket. Enough to keep you in shrimp and beer.”
“Tate.” Marla shook her head, muffled a laugh. “Don’t be rude.”
“No, she’s hitting it.” Matthew bit into a pretzel. “Let her finish.”
“You’re not afraid of hard work because there’s always plenty of time for lying in a hammock, snoozing. There’s the excitement of the dive, of the discovery, and always the turnover value rather than the intrinsic value of some small booty.” She handed him a silver spoon. “You’re a realist, Matthew. So when you say we’ll need more room, I believe you.”
“Fine.” He realized no matter how he weighed it, he was insulted. He tossed the spoon with a clatter back onto the pile. “I figure we can use the Sea Devil for storage.” When she angled her chin, peered down her nose, he sneered at her. “Buck and I can bunk here, on deck. We can use the Adventure for our workstation. We dive from here, we clean the conglomerate and artifacts here, then transport them to the Sea Devil.”
“That seems very sensible,” Marla agreed. “After all, we have two boats, we might as well make full use of both of them.”
“All right. If Dad and Buck agree, so will I. In the meantime, Matthew, why don’t you help me bring in another load from on deck?”
“Fine. Thanks for the coffee, Marla.”
“Oh, you’re welcome, sweetie.”
“I’m going to have to run to Saint Kitts later,” Tate began as they started out. “To have the film developed. Want to come with me?”
“Maybe.”
She caught the edge to his voice and smothered a smile. “Matthew.” To stop his progress, she touched a hand to his arm. “Do you know why I think we work so well together down there?”
“No.” He turned. Her skin was still an impossible alabaster even after weeks at sea. He could smell the cream she used to protect it, and the perfume that was salt and sea air that clung to her hair. “But you’re going to tell me.”
“I think it’s because you’re realistic, and I’m idealistic. You’re reckless, I’m cautious. Contradicting traits inside ourselves and against each other. Somehow we make a balance.”
“You really like to analyze things, don’t you, Red?”
“I guess I do.” Hoping he was unaware of how much courage it took, she shifted closer. “I’ve been analyzing why you were so angry after you kissed me.”
  
“I wasn’t angry,” he corrected evenly. “And you kissed me.”
“I started it.” Determined to finish it, she kept her eyes on his. “You changed it, then you got mad because it surprised you. What you felt surprised you. It surprised me, too.” Lifting her hands, she spread them on his chest. “I wonder if we’d be surprised now.”
He wanted, more than anything he could remember, he wanted to swoop down and plunder that fresh and eager mouth. The hunger to taste it came in swift, sharp waves, and made his hands rough as they snagged her wrists.
“You’re moving into dark water, Tate.”
“Not alone.” She wasn’t afraid any longer, she realized. Why, she wasn’t even nervous. “I know what I’m doing.”
“No, you don’t.” He shoved her back, arm’s length, hardly realizing his hands were still cuffed around her wrists. “You figure there aren’t any consequences, but there are. If you don’t watch your step, you’ll pay them.”
A shiver worked up her spine, deliciously. “I’m not afraid to be with you. I want to be with you.”
The muscles in his stomach twisted. “Easy to say, with your mother in the galley. Then again, maybe you’re more clever than you look.” Furious, he tossed her hands down and strode away.
The implication brought a bright bloom to her cheeks. She had been teasing him, she realized. Taunting him. To see if she could, needing to know if he felt even half of this draw toward her that she felt toward him. Ashamed, contrite, she hurried after him.
“Matthew, I’m sorry. Really I—”
But he was over the side with a splash and swimming toward the Sea Devil. Tate let out a huff of breath. Damn it, the least he could do was listen when she apologized. She dived in after him.
When she dragged herself onto the deck, he was popping the top on a beer.
“Go home, little girl, before I toss you overboard.”
“I said I was sorry.” She dragged wet hair out of her eyes. “That was unfair and stupid, and I apologize.”
“Fine.” The quick swim and cold beer weren’t doing much to scratch the itch. Hoping to ignore her, he swung into his hammock. “Go home.”
“I don’t want you to be mad.” Determined to make amends, she marched to the hammock. “I was only trying to . . . I was just testing.”
He set the open beer on the deck. “Testing,” he repeated, then lunged before she could draw in the breath to gasp. He hauled her onto the hammock atop him. It swung wildly as she clawed at the sides to keep from upending. Her eyes popped wide with shock when his hands clamped intimately over her bottom.
“Matthew!”
He gave her a quick, not altogether loving tap, then shoved her off. She landed in a heap on the butt he’d just explored.
“I’d say we’re even now,” he stated, and reached for his beer.
Her first impulse was to spring to attack. Only the absolute certainty that the result would be either humiliating or disastrous prevented her. Mixed with that was the lowering thought that she’d deserved just what she’d gotten.
“All right.” With calm and dignity, she rose. “We’re even.”
He’d expected her to lash at him. At the very least to blubber. The fact that she stood beside him, cool, composed, touched off a glint of admiration in his eyes. “You’re okay, Red.”
“Friends again?” she asked and offered a hand.
“Partners, anyway.”
Crisis avoided, she thought. At least temporarily. “So, do you want to take a break? Maybe do some snorkeling?”
“Maybe. Couple of masks and snorkels in the wheelhouse.”
“I’ll get them.” But she came back with a sketchbook. “What’s this?”
“A silk tie. What does it look like?”
Overlooking the sarcasm, she sat on the edge of the hammock. “Did you do this sketch of the Santa Marguerite?”
  
“Yeah.”
“It’s pretty good.”
“I’m a regular Picasso.”
“I said ‘pretty good.’ It would have been great to see her like this. Are these figures measurements?”
He sighed again, thinking of amateurs. “If you want to try to figure out how much area the wreck covers, you’ve got to do some calculations. We hit the galley today.” He swung his legs over until he was sitting beside her. “Officers’ cabins, passengers’ cabins.” He laid a fingertip on the sketch at varying points. “Cargo hold. Best way is to imagine a gull’s eye view.” To demonstrate, he flipped a page and began to sketch out a rough grid. “This is the seafloor. Here’s where we found the ballast.”
“So the cannon is over here.”
“Right.” In quick deft moves, he penciled them in. “Now we dug test holes from here to here. We want to move more midship for the mother lode.”
Her shoulder bumped his as she studied the sketch. “But we want to excavate the whole thing, right?”
He glanced up briefly, then continued to draw. “That could take months, years.”
“Well, yes, but the ship itself is as important as what it holds. We have to excavate and preserve all of it.”
From his viewpoint, the ship itself was wood and worthless. But he could humor her. “We’ll be in hurricane season before too much longer. We could be lucky, but we concentrate on finding the mother lode. Then you can afford to take as much time as you want on the rest.”
For himself, he’d take his share and split. With gold jingling in his pocket, he could afford the time to build that boat, to finish his father’s research on the Isabella.
To find Angelique’s Curse and VanDyke.
“I guess that makes sense.” She glanced up, startled by the hard, distant gleam in his eye. “What are you thinking about?” It was foolish, of course, but she thought it looked like murder.
He shook himself back. Here and now, he thought, was what mattered most. “Nothing. Sure it makes sense,” he continued. “Before long, word’s going to get out that we’ve found a new wreck. We’ll have company.”
“Reporters?”
He snorted. “They’re the least of it. Poachers.”
“But we have a legal claim,” Tate began, and broke off when he laughed at her.
“Legal don’t mean jack, Red, especially when you’ve got the Lassiter luck to deal with. We’ll have to start sleeping as well as working in shifts,” he went on. “If we start to bring up gold, Red, hunters will smell it from Australia to the Red Sea. Believe me.”
“I do.” And because she did, she hopped down to fetch the snorkeling equipment. “Let’s check on Dad and Buck. Then I want to get that film developed.”
 
By the time Tate was ready to go ashore, she had a list of errands in addition to the film. “I should have known Mom would give me a grocery list.”
Matthew hopped into the Adventure’s little tender with her, cranked the engine. “No big deal.”
Tate merely adjusted her sunglasses. “You didn’t see the list. Look!” She gestured west where a school of dolphin leapt before the lowering sun. “I swam with one once. We were in the Coral Sea and a school of them followed the boat. I was twelve.” She smiled and watched them flash toward the horizon. “It was incredible. They have such kind eyes.”
Tate rose as Matthew cut speed. She timed the distance to the pier, braced her legs and secured the line.
Once the boat was secure, they started across the strip of beach. “Matthew, if we hit the mother lode, and you were rich, what would you do?”
“Spend it. Enjoy it.”
“On what? How?”
“Stuff.” He moved his shoulders, but he knew by now generalities wouldn’t satisfy her. “A boat. I’m going to build my own as soon as I have the time and means. Maybe I’d buy a place on an island like this.”
They moved by guests of the nearby hotel as they baked lazily in the lowering sun. Staff with flowered shirts and white shorts strolled across the sand with trays of tropical drinks.
“I’ve never been rich,” he said half to himself. “It couldn’t be too hard to get used to it, to live like this. Fancy hotels, fancy clothes, being able to pay to do nothing.”
“But you’d still dive?”
“Sure.”
“So would I.” Unconsciously she took his hand as they walked through the hotel’s fragrant gardens. “The Red Sea, the Great Barrier Reef, the North Atlantic, the Sea of Japan. There’re so many places to see. Once I finish college, I’m going to see them all.”
“Marine archeology, right?”
“That’s right.”
He skimmed a glance over her. Her bright cap of hair was tousled by the salt and wind. She wore baggy cotton slacks, a skimpy T-shirt and square, black-framed sunglasses.
“You don’t look much like a scientist.”
“Science takes brains and imagination, not looks or fashion sense.”
“Good thing about the fashion sense.”
Unoffended, she shrugged. In spite of her mother’s occasional despair, Tate never gave clothes or style a thought. “What’s the difference, as long as you’ve got a good wet suit? I don’t need a wardrobe to excavate and that’s what I’m going to spend my life doing. Imagine getting paid to go on treasure hunts, to examine and study artifacts.” She shook her head at the wonder of it. “There’s so much to learn.”
“I never thought a whole lot of school myself.” Of course, they had moved around so much, he’d never had a choice. “I’m more a fan of on-the-job training.”
“I’m certainly getting that.”
They took a cab into town where Tate could drop off her film. To her pleasure, Matthew didn’t seem to mind when she wanted to poke around the shops, dallying over trinkets. She sighed for a while over a small gold locket with a single pearl dripping from its base. Clothes were for keeping out the weather, but baubles were a nice, harmless weakness.
“I didn’t think you went in for stuff like that,” he commented, leaning on the counter beside her. “You don’t really wear any bangles.”
“I had this little ruby ring Mom and Dad gave me for Christmas when I was sixteen. I lost it on a dive. It really broke my heart, so I stopped wearing jewelry in the water.” She tore her eyes away from the delicate locket and tugged on his silver piece. “Maybe I’ll take that coin Buck gave me and wear it as a charm.”
“Works for me. You want to get a drink or something?”
She touched her tongue to her top lip. “Ice cream.”
“Ice cream.” He thought it over. “Let’s go.”
Sharing cones, they strolled along the sidewalk, explored narrow streets. He charmed her by plucking a creamy white hibiscus from a bush, tucking it carelessly behind her ear. While they shopped for Marla’s essentials, he had her gurgling with laughter over the story of Buck and Blackbeard’s ghost.
“We were off Ocracoke, on Buck’s birthday. His fiftieth. The idea of half a century behind him had Buck so depressed he’d finished off half a bottle of whiskey. I helped him work on the other half.”
“I bet.” Tate chose a bunch of ripening bananas and added it to her basket.
“He was going on about all these might have’s—you know what I mean. We might have found that wreck if we’d looked another month. If we’d gotten there first, we might have hit the mother lode. If the weather had held, we might have struck it rich. Between the whiskey and the boredom, I passed out on deck. That melon’s not ripe. This one.”
He switched fruit, chose the grapes himself. “Anyway, the next thing I know, the engines are roaring and the boat’s lurching off southeast at a good twelve knots. Buck’s at the wheel, screaming about pirates. Scared the shit out of me. I jumped up, tripped, knocked my head on the rail so hard I saw stars. Nearly went overboard when he swung to starboard. He’s yelling for me and I’m cursing him, fighting to stay upright as he circles the boat. His eyes are about six inches out from his face and white. You know he can’t see more than three feet in front of him without his glasses. But he’s pointing out to sea and shouting all this pirate cant. ‘Avast, ahoy, shiver me timbers.’ ”
Tate’s laughter turned heads. “He did not say ‘shiver me timbers.’ ”
“Hell, he didn’t. He nearly capsized us doing a jig and singing ‘yo, ho, ho.’ ” The memory of it had a grin tugging at his mouth. “I almost had to knock him out to get the wheel away from him. ‘The ghost, Matthew. Blackbeard’s ghost. Don’t you see it?’ I told him he wasn’t going to be seeing anything either after I poked his eyes out. He tells me it’s there, right there, ten degrees off the forward bow. There’s not a damn thing there but a little mist. But to Buck, it was Blackbeard’s severed head, smoke curling from the beard. He claimed it was a sign, and if we dived there the next day, we’d find Blackbeard’s treasure, the one everyone else figured was buried on land.”
Tate paid for the groceries, Matthew hefted the bags. “And you went down the next morning,” she said, “because he asked you to.”
“That and because if I hadn’t, I’d never have heard the end of it. We didn’t find a damn thing, but he sure got over turning fifty.”
 
It was nearly dusk when they got back to the beach. Matthew stowed the bags and turned to see that Tate had rolled up her pants legs so she could stand in the surf.
Light gilded her hair, her skin. Suddenly he was painfully reminded of his dream and how she had looked aglow in the water. How she had tasted.
“It’s so beautiful here,” she murmured. “It’s like nothing else exists. How can there be anything wrong with the world when there are spots like this? When there are days like this?”
She was sure he was unaware that this had been the most romantic day of her life. Such simple things like a flower for her hair, a hand to hold as she walked along the beach.
“Maybe we shouldn’t leave here, ever.” With a laugh in her voice, she turned. “Maybe we should just stay and . . .”
She trailed off, her throat closing at the look in his eyes. They were so dark, so intense, so suddenly focused on her. Only her.
She didn’t think, didn’t hesitate, but walked to him. Her hands slid up his chest, linked behind his head. His eyes stayed on hers, a dozen frantic pulse beats, then he dragged her against him and flashed fire in her blood.
Yes, she’d been kissed before. But she knew the difference between boy and man. It was a man who held her, drew from her. It was a man she wanted. Eager and quick, she pressed against him, racing her lips over his face in frenzied kisses until they found his again on a sob of pleasure.
She was so slim, so willing, so avid to accept any demand. She flowed like water under each pass of his hands, and her mouth clung greedily to his. Each hum and whimper of desire that sounded in her throat cut through him, a blade of fire that ruptured new needs.
“Tate.” His voice was rough, nearly desperate. “We can’t do this.”
“We can. We are.” God, she couldn’t breathe. “Kiss me again. Hurry.”
His mouth crushed down on hers. The taste of her seemed to explode inside him. Everything about it was painful, nearly agonizing, as heat would be after cold.
“This is crazy,” he murmured against her mouth. “I’m out of my mind.”
“Me, too. Oh, I want you, Matthew. I want you.”
And that struck him hard. He jerked back, gripped unsteady hands on her shoulders. “Listen, Tate . . . What the hell are you smiling at?”
“You want me, too.” She lifted a hand, laid it gently against his cheek and almost unmanned him. “For a while I thought you didn’t. And it hurt because I want you so much. I didn’t even like you at first, and wanted you anyway.”
“Jesus.” To gain control of himself, he let his brow rest on hers. “I thought you said you were the careful one.”
“Not about you.” Full of love and trust, she nuzzled into him. Heart to heart. “Never about you. When you kissed me the first time, I knew you were what I’d been waiting for.”
He had no compass, no direction, but he knew it was essential to reverse course. “Tate, we have to take this slow. You’re not ready for what I’m thinking of. Believe me.”
“You want to make love with me.” Her chin came up. Her eyes, all at once, were a woman’s, and just as mysterious. “I’m not a child, Matthew.”
“Then I’m not ready. And I’m not willing to do something that would hurt your parents. They’ve been straight with me and Buck.”
Pride, she thought. Pride, loyalty and integrity. Was it any wonder she loved him? Her lips curved. “All right. We’ll take it slow. But it’s between us, Matthew. What we decide, and what we want.” She leaned forward, touched her lips to his. “I can wait.”






 CHAPTER 5
S
TORMS SWEPT IN and made diving impossible for the next two days. When the first wave of impatience passed, Tate settled down on the boat deck of the Adventure to clean and catalogue the pieces of the Santa Marguerite her father and Buck had brought up on the last dive.
Rain drummed on the tarp stretched overhead. The islands had vanished in the mist, leaving only restless seas and angry skies. Their world had whittled down to water, and each other.
In the deckhouse, a marathon poker game was in progress. Voices, a laugh, a curse, drifted out to her over the monotonous patter of rain. Tate cleaned the corrosion from a crudely made silver cross, and knew she’d never been happier in her life.
With a mug of coffee in each hand, Matthew ducked under the tarp. “Want some help?”
“Sure.” Just looking at him had her heart cartwheeling into her throat. “Is the poker game breaking up?”
“No, but my luck is.” He sat beside her, offered a mug. “Buck just blew down my full house with a straight flush.”
“I can never keep straight what beats what. I’m better at gin.” She held up the cross. “Maybe the ship’s cook wore this, Matthew. It would have banged against his chest when he beat batter for biscuits.”
“Yeah.” He fingered the silver. It was an ugly piece, more likely fashioned by a blacksmith than a jeweler. Neither did it have weight. Matthew dismissed it as little value. “What else you got here?”
“These rigging hasps. See, they’ve still got traces of rope in them. Imagine.” She handled the black metal reverently. “How they would have fought to save the ship. The wind would have been screaming, the sails in tatters.”
She looked beyond into the mist and saw what had been. “Men clinging to lines and masts as the ship heeled. Passengers terrified. Mothers holding their children while the ship pitched and heeled. And we’re finding what’s left of them.”
She set the fitting down and lifted a clay pipe with both hands. “A seaman kept this tucked in his pocket, stood on deck after his watch to light it and enjoy a quiet smoke. And this tankard would have been filled with ale.”
“Too bad it’s missing the handle.” He plucked it up, turned it over. He didn’t want to admit her vision had moved him. “Devaluates it.”
“You can’t just think about the money.”
He grinned. “Sure I can, Red. You take the drama, I’ll take the dough.”
“But—” He cut off her objection with a quick, sneaky kiss.
“You look so cute when you’re indignant.”
“Really?” She was young enough, and in love enough, to be flattered. Picking up her coffee, she sipped, watching him over the rim. “I don’t believe you’re nearly as mercenary as you pretend.”
“Believe it. History’s fine if you can make something from it. Otherwise, it’s just dead guys.” He glanced up, barely noticing her frown. “Rain’s slowing down. We’ll dive tomorrow.”
“Restless?”
“Some. The trouble is hanging out here, having your mother put a plate under my nose every time I blink. I could get used to it.” He lifted a hand, ran it over her hair. “It’s a different world. You’re a different world.”
“Not so different, Matthew,” she murmured and turned her lips to his. “Maybe just different enough.”
His fingers tensed, relaxed slowly. She hadn’t seen enough of the world, his world, he thought, to know the difference. If he were a good man, a kind one, he knew he wouldn’t be touching her now, tempting them both toward a step that could only be a mistake.
“Tate—” He was riding the wire between pushing her away or bringing her closer, when Buck stuck his head under the tarp.
“Hey, Matthew, you—” Buck’s jaw dropped open as they broke apart. His unshaven cheeks bloomed with color. “Ah, ’scuze me. Ah, Matthew . . .” While Buck searched for what to say, Tate calmly picked up her pen and catalogued the clay pipe.
“Hi, Buck.” Tate sent him a bright, easy smile while the two men eyed each other uncertainly. “I heard you were having a run of luck at the poker table.”
“Yeah. Yeah, I, ah . . .” He jammed his hands into his pockets, shifted his feet. “Rain’s slacking off,” he announced. “Me and Matthew, we’ll load this stuff up, store it on the Sea Devil.”
“I’m just finishing cataloguing.” Meticulously, Tate capped the pen. “I’ll give you a hand.”
“No, no, we’ll do her.” Buck dragged his hand out of his pocket long enough to shove his glasses back up his nose. “Me and Matthew, we’ve got to do some tinkering with the engine over there anyhow. Your mama said something about you being on kitchen duty tonight.”
“She’s right,” Tate said with a sigh. “I guess I’ll get started.” She unfolded her legs and rose before tucking her notebook under her arm. “I’ll see you at dinner.”
The men said little as they wrapped and loaded the booty. Matthew’s suggestion that they might need to rent a room or a garage for storage was met by a grunt and a shrug. Buck waited until they were putting toward the Sea Devil before he exploded.
“Have you lost your mind, boy?”
  
Matthew jogged the wheel slightly. “I don’t need you crawling up my back, Buck.”
“If I got to crawl up your back to get to your brain, then that’s what I’ll do.” He rose smoothly when Matthew cut the engine. “Haven’t you got more sense than to mess around with that young thing?”
“I haven’t been messing around with her,” Matthew said between his teeth. He secured the bow line. “Not like you mean.”
“Thank God for that.” Agilely, Buck shouldered the first tarp, hooked his foot on the ladder. “You got no business playing games with Tate, boy. She ain’t a loose one.”
“I know what she is.” Matthew hauled the second tarp. “And I know what she isn’t.”
“Then you remember it.” Buck carried his tarp into the wheelhouse, unrolled it carefully on the counter. “The Beaumonts are good, decent people, Matthew.”
“And I’m not.”
Surprised at the bitterness in the tone, Buck looked up as Matthew set down his tarp. “Never said you weren’t good or decent, boy. But we ain’t like them. Never have been. Maybe you figure it’s okay to dally around with her before we move on, but a girl like that expects things.”
He took out a cigarette, lighted it, peering at his nephew through the smoke. “You going to tell me you’re thinking about giving them to her.”
Matthew pulled out a beer, swallowed long to wash some of the anger out of his throat. “No, I’m not going to tell you that. But I’m not going to hurt her, either.”
Wouldn’t mean to, Buck thought. “Change your course, boy. There’s plenty of females out there if you’ve got an itch.” He saw the fury flash into Matthew’s eyes and met it equably. “I’m telling you ’cause I’m the one who’s got to. A man hooks up with the wrong woman, it can ruin both of them.”
Struggling for calm, Matthew set the half-drained bottle of beer aside. “Like my mother and father.”
“That’s true enough,” Buck said, but his voice had gentled. “They set sparks off each other, sure. Got themselves tangled before either of them thought it through. Left them both pretty scraped up.”
“I don’t think she did a hell of a lot of bleeding,” Matthew shot back. “She left him, didn’t she? And me. Never came back. Never looked back as far as I can tell.”
“She couldn’t take the life. Ask me, most women can’t. No use blaming them for it.”
But Matthew could. “I’m not my father. Tate’s not my mother. That’s the bottom line.”
“I’ll give you the bottom line.” Eyes heavy with concern, Buck crushed out his cigarette. “That girl over there’s having herself some fun and excitement for a few months. You’re a good-looking man, so it’s natural you’d be part of that fun and excitement. But when it’s over, she’ll go back to college, get herself a fancy job, a fancy husband. That leaves you high and dry. If you forget that, and take advantage of the stars in her eyes, both of you’ll be the worse for it.”
“It wouldn’t occur to you that I might be good enough for her.”
“You’re good enough for anybody,” Buck corrected. “Better’n most. But being right for somebody’s different.”
“So speaks the voice of experience.”
“Maybe I don’t know a goddamn thing about women. But I know you.” Hoping to calm the waters, he laid a hand on Matthew’s rigid shoulder. “We got a chance at the big time here, Matthew. Men like us look all our lives, only a few of us find it. We found it. All we have to do is take it. You can make something out of yourself with your share. Once you do, there’ll be plenty of time for women.”
“Sure.” Matthew picked up his beer, tipped it back. “No sweat.”
“There you go.” Relieved, Buck gave his shoulder a slap. “Let’s take a look at the engine.”
“I’ll be right there.”
Alone, Matthew stared at the bottle in his hand until he’d willed back the clawing urge to smash it into jagged pieces. There was nothing Buck had told him that he hadn’t already told himself. And less kindly.
He was a third-generation treasure hunter with a legacy of bad luck that had dogged him like a bloodhound all of his life. He’d lived by his wits, and the occasional flip side of that luck. He had no ties but to Buck, no property other than what he could strap on his back.
He was a drifter, nothing more, nothing less. The prospect of fortune forty feet beneath his feet would make the drifting more comfortable, but it wouldn’t change it.
Buck was right. Matthew Lassiter of no fixed address and less than four hundred dollars tucked into a cigar box had no right picturing himself with Tate Beaumont.
 
Tate had other ideas. It was frustrating to discover over the next few days that the only time she found herself alone with Matthew was under water. There communication and physical contact were hampered.
She would change that, she promised herself as she searched the fallout from the airlift. And she would change it today. After all, it was her twentieth birthday.
Carefully, she picked among the nails, the spikes, the shells, eyes peeled for the valuables that scattered. Ship fittings, a sextant, a small, hinged brass box, a silver coin embedded in a hunk of coral. A wooden crucifix, an octant and a lovely china cup sliced delicately in two.
All this she gathered, ignoring the pings of debris against her back, the occasional nick on her hand.
A glint of gold shot by her. Tate’s heart careened in her chest as she scanned the cloud for the telltale flash of it. The small, quick gleam had her darting forward, dipping toward the sand and sending the burrowing rays rising in a swirling cloud.
Her mind was screaming treasure, doubloons, jewels of great price and age. But when her hand closed around the piece of gold, her eyes began to swim.
It wasn’t a coin, or jewelry long buried beneath the waves. Not a priceless artifact, but priceless nonetheless. She lifted the gold locket with the single pearl dripping from its point.
  
When Tate turned back, she saw that Matthew was pointing the airlift pipe away and watching her. He sketched letters in the water with his finger. H. B. D. Happy birthday. With a gurgle of laughter, she swam toward him. Undaunted by tanks and hoses, she took his hand, pressed it to her cheek.
He let it lie there a moment, then waved her away. His signal an obvious “Stop loafing.”
Once more the airlift sucked at sand. Ignoring the fallout, Tate carefully secured the necklace by looping it around her wrist. She went back to work with love soaring in her heart.
Matthew concentrated on the offshore end of the ballast mound. Patiently, he cut into the sand, creating an ever-widening circle with sloping sides. He was a foot down, then two, while Tate worked busily to pick through the fallout. A school of triggerfish darted by. Matthew glanced up and saw through the murky cloud that the barracuda was grinning at him.
On impulse, he shifted his position. He wouldn’t have considered himself superstitious. As a man of the sea he followed signs and lived by lore. The toothy fish hovered in nearly the same spot day after day. It wouldn’t hurt to use the mascot as a marker.
Curious, Tate looked over as Matthew hauled the airlift several feet north where he was already forming a new hole. Tate let her attention drift and watched a kaleidoscope of fish whirl through the clouded water hunting for the sea worms displaced by the cut of the pipe.
Something clinked against her tank. Efficiently, she turned back to resume her chores. The first glint of gold barely registered. She stared through the roiling water at the bed of sand. The flashes of brightness were scattered around her like flowers that had just bloomed. Stupefied, she reached down and plucked up a doubloon. The long-dead Spanish king stared back at her.
The coin dropped from her numbed fingers. In a sudden fever, she began to harvest them, pushing them into her wet suit, jamming them into her lobster bag and ignoring the solid objects that drifted down in the thick column of fallout. The conglomerate rained, but she was oblivious to it, facedown, scanning the seafloor like a miner panning for gold.
Five coins, then ten. Twenty and more. Her breath rushed out in a shriek of laughter. She couldn’t seem to get enough air. When she looked up, she saw Matthew grinning at her, his eyes dark and wild. Behind her mask, her face was bone white.
They’d hit the mother lode.
He gestured to her. As if in a dream, she swam over and her trembling hand reached for his. Sand trickled down into the test hole, but she saw the sparkle of crystal from a perfectly preserved goblet, the sheen of coins and medallions. And everywhere the calcified shapes of artifacts. And there the blackened streak of sand that every hunter knew meant a river of silver.
Behind them the ballast pile loomed. And beneath, the shining prize of the galleon Santa Marguerite and all her treasure.
There was a roaring in Tate’s ears as she reached down and closed her hand over a thick gold chain. Slowly she drew it up. From it dangled a heavy cross crusted by sea life. And by emeralds.
Her vision blurred as she held it out to Matthew. With sudden formality she carefully lifted the chain over his head. The simple generosity of the gesture touched him. He wished he could have held her, told her. All he could do was point a finger up. He cracked the valve on the airlift and followed her to the surface.
She couldn’t speak. Even now it took all of her effort just to draw air in and out of her lungs. She was trembling like a leaf when she hoisted herself aboard. Strong arms lifted her.
“Honey, you okay?” Buck’s face, lined with worry, loomed over her. “Ray, Ray, come on out here. Something wrong with Tate.”
“Nothing’s wrong,” she managed and sucked in air.
“Just lie still.” Fretting like a mother hen, he eased off her face mask and nearly shuddered with relief when he heard Matthew clattering over the side. “What happened down there?” he demanded without turning around.
“Not much.” Matthew let his weight belt fall.
“Not much, my ass. Girl’s white as a sheet. Ray, get us some brandy here.”
But Ray and Marla were already rushing out. Voices buzzed in Tate’s head. Hands were poking and probing for injury. She got her breath back on a giggle, then couldn’t stop.
“I’m all right.” She had to press both hands over her mouth to hold back a fresh stream of hysterical laughter. “I’m fine. We’re both fine, aren’t we, Matthew?”
“Fine and dandy,” he agreed. “We just had a little excitement.”
“Come on, honey, let’s get you out of that suit.” With some impatience, Marla shot a glance at Matthew. “Just what kind of excitement? Tate’s shaking.”
“I can explain.” Tate snorted behind her hands. “I gotta get up. Would you let me up?” Tears began to stream from her eyes as she fought to control the laughter. Brushing away restraining hands, she got unsteadily to her feet. Trembling with breathless giggles, she upended her goody bag, tugged open her suit.
Coins rained gold onto the deck.
“Fuck me,” Buck croaked and sat down heavily.
“We found the mother lode.” Tate threw back her head and screamed at the sun. “We found the mother lode.”
She threw her arms around her father, whirled him into a dance, only to break off and swing her mother. She planted a big smacking kiss on Buck’s bald head as he continued to sit and stare at the coins at his feet.
With their voices babbling around her, Tate turned a circle and launched herself into Matthew’s arms. By the time he’d managed to regain his balance, her mouth was clinging to his.
His hands went to her shoulders. He knew he should push her away, keep the kiss a product of the moment’s excitement. But a current of helplessness swamped him, and his hands slid to her back, crossed, embraced.
So it was she who drew away, her eyes still glowing, her face flushed now and eager. “I thought I was going to faint. When I looked down and saw the coins, all the blood drained out of my head. The only other time I’ve ever felt like that is when you kissed me.”
“We’re not a bad team.” He ran a hand over her hair.
“We’re a great team.” She clamped a hand over his and dragged him to where Buck and Ray were already suiting up. “You should have seen it, Dad. Matthew moved the airlift like it was a divining rod.”
Happily recounting every minute of the discovery, she helped Buck and her father with their tanks. Only Matthew noticed that Marla remained silent, and the warmth in her eyes had been cooled by concern.
“I’m going down to take pictures,” Tate announced, hooking on fresh tanks. “We have to document everything. Before we’re done, we’ll have the cover of National Geographic.”
“Don’t go pulling them in yet.” Buck sat on the side, rinsed his mask. “We gotta keep this quiet.” He looked around as if expecting a dozen boats to come speeding in on the claim. “Finds like this are one in a million, and there’re plenty who’d do whatever it took to get a piece.”
Tate only grinned. “Eat your heart out, Jacques Cousteau,” she said, and rolled into the water.
“Get some champagne chilling,” Ray called to his wife. “We’ll have a double celebration tonight. Tate’s earned herself a hell of a birthday party.” He flashed a smile at Buck. “Ready, partner?”
“Ready and willing, hoss.” After lowering the airlift, they disappeared beneath the surface.
Matthew fueled the compressor, murmuring a thanks when Marla brought him a tall frosted glass of lemonade.
“An exciting day,” she commented.
“Yeah. You don’t get many like this.”
“No. Twenty years ago today I thought this is the happiest I can ever be.” She sat on a deck chair, tilted her sun hat to shade her eyes. “But over the years I’ve had a lot of happy moments. Tate’s been a joy to her father and me right from the first. She’s bright, eager, generous.”
  
“And you want me to keep my distance,” Matthew concluded.
“I’m not sure.” Marla sighed, tapped her finger against her own glass. “I’m not blind, Matthew. I’ve seen the signs between the two of you. It’s natural enough. You’re healthy, attractive people, working and living in close quarters.”
He took off the cross, ran a thumb over the glint of grass-green stones. Like Tate’s eyes, he thought, and set the chain aside. “Nothing’s happened.”
“I appreciate your telling me that. But you see, if I haven’t given Tate the foundation to know how to make her own decisions, then I’ve failed as a parent. I don’t believe I have.” She smiled a little. “That doesn’t stop me from worrying. She has so much ahead of her. I can’t help wanting her to have all of it, and at the right time. I suppose what I’m asking you to do is be careful with her. If she’s in love with you—”
“We haven’t talked about that,” Matthew said quickly.
Under other circumstances, Marla might have smiled at the panic in his voice. “If she’s in love with you,” Marla repeated, “it will block everything else. Tate thinks with her heart. Oh, she thinks she’s practical, sensible. And she is. Until her emotions are stirred. So be careful with her.”
Now she did smile, and rose. “I’m going to fix you some lunch.” Laying a hand on his arm, she lifted to her toes and kissed his cheek. “Sit in the sun, honey, and enjoy your moment of triumph.”






 CHAPTER 6
I
N A MATTER of days, the seabed was riddled with holes. The Santa Marguerite gave up her stores generously. Between the airlift, and the simple tools of coal shovel and bare hands the team mined both the spectacular and the ordinary. A wooden worm-eaten bowl, a dazzling gold chain, pipe bowls and spoons, a sumptuous cross crusted with pearls. All were lifted from the sandy vault where they had rested for centuries, and hauled into the light in buckets.
Now and again a pleasure boat would cruise by and hail the Adventure. If Tate was onboard, she would lean on the rail and chat. There was no disguising the murky cloud from the airlift that stained the surface. Word of the underwater excavation was spreading. They were careful to downplay their progress. But each day, they worked harder and faster as the prospect of rival treasure hunters arriving increased.
“A legal claim don’t mean squat to some of these pirates,” Buck told her. He zipped his thick torso into his wet suit. “You gotta be alert, and you gotta be tough.” He winked at her as he passed her his glasses. “And cagey. We’ll dig out that mother lode, Tate, and we’ll play her out.”
  
“I know we will.” She handed him his face mask. “We’ve already found more than I ever imagined.”
“You start imagining bigger.” He grinned, spat into his mask. “It’s good having a couple of young ones like you and Matthew along. Figure you could work twenty hours out of twenty-four if you had to. You’re a good diver, girl. And a good hunter.”
“Thanks, Buck.”
“Don’t know many females who can handle it.”
Her brow shot up as he rinsed out his mask. “Really?”
“Now don’t go shooting that equal stuff at me. Just stating a fact. Plenty of girls like to dive all right, but when it comes to pulling their weight on a dig, they ain’t got what it takes. You do.”
She thought it through, then smiled at him. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
“Should. Best damn team I ever worked with.” He settled into position, slapped a hand on Ray’s shoulder. “Since I hunted with my old man and my brother. ’Course once we get it all up, I’m going to have to kill hoss here.” Buck grinned as he lowered his mask into place. “Figure on beating him to death with his own flippers.”
“I’m on to you, Buck.” Ray slipped over the side. “I’ve already decided to smother you with a boat cushion. The treasure’s mine.” He let out a wild, evil laugh. “Mine, do you hear? All mine.” Rolling his eyes madly, Ray plugged in his mouthpiece and did a surface dive.
“I’m after you, hoss. Going to run him through with a coal shovel,” Buck promised and splashed into the water.
“They’re crazy,” Tate decided. “Like a couple of bad little boys playing hooky.” She turned to grin at Matthew. “I’ve never seen Dad have so much fun.”
“Buck’s not this loose unless he’s got a quart of whiskey in him.”
“It’s not just the treasure.” She held out a hand so that he would join her at the rail.
“No, I guess it’s not.” Looking out over the water, Matthew linked his fingers with hers. “But it helps.”
She leaned her head on his shoulder and chuckled. “It doesn’t hurt. But they’d have clicked without it. So would we.” She turned her head so that her lips could graze his jaw. “We’d have found each other, Matthew. We were supposed to.”
“Like we were supposed to find the Marguerite.”
“No.” She turned into his arms. “Like this.”
Her lips were warm and soft. Irresistible. He could feel himself sinking into them, slowly, weightlessly, until he was steeped in the seduction that was Tate. She seemed to surround him, tastes and scents and flavors so unique he would have recognized them, recognized her, if he’d been deaf, dumb and blind.
There had never been another woman who could twist his system into such shivering, slippery knots with one quiet kiss. He wanted her so desperately it terrified him.
And when she drew away, her eyes dreamy, her lips curved, he knew she had no notion of his need, his desperation or his terror.
“What’s wrong?” Tate lifted a hand to his cheek. “You look so serious.”
“No. Nothing.” Pull yourself together, Lassiter. She’s not ready for what’s running through your mind. With an effort, he smiled. “I was just thinking it’s too bad.”
“What is?”
“That after Buck takes care of Ray, I’ll have to get rid of you.”
“Oh.” Willing to play, she tilted her head. “And just how do you propose to do that?”
“I figured I’d just strangle you.” He circled her throat with his hand. “Then toss you overboard. We’re going to keep Marla, though. Chain her to the stove. A man’s gotta eat.”
“Very practical of you. Of course, that only works if I don’t get you first.” She wiggled her brows, then dug her fingers into his ribs.
Helpless laughter buckled his knees. He made a weak grab, but she was darting away. By the time he’d gotten his breath back, she was around the starboard side of the deckhouse.
“Want to play rough?” He charged the port side to cut her off. He’d nearly made the bow when he saw her, and the bucket. Before he could dodge, she’d heaved the load of cool seawater.
While he choked and dripped, she held her sides. But when he’d blinked the stinging water out of his eyes, she saw their intent. With a shriek, she went into full retreat.
Her only mistake was in dropping the bucket.
Marla came out of the deckhouse, where she’d been cleaning cob coins, and ran headlong into Tate.
“Goodness. Is there a war?”
“Mom.” Giddy with laughter, Tate ducked behind her mother just as Matthew rounded the cabin, armed with a freshly loaded bucket.
He skidded to a halt. “You’d better stand aside, Marla. This could get messy.”
Choking with laughter, Tate wrapped her arms around her mother’s waist, using her ruthlessly as a shield. “She’s not going anywhere.”
“Now, children.” Marla patted Tate’s hand. “Behave.”
“She started it,” Matthew claimed. He couldn’t wipe the grin off his face. It had been years since he had felt this free, this foolish. “Come on, coward. Stand clear and take your medicine.”
“No way.” Smug, Tate sneered at him. “You lose, Lassiter. You wouldn’t use that with my mother between us.”
He narrowed his eyes, frowned down at the bucket. When he looked back up, Tate was fluttering her lashes at him. “Sorry, Marla,” he said, and drenched them both.
Female shrieks rang in his ears as he raced to the side for more ammunition.
It was a messy battle, ripe with ambush and retaliation. Since Marla threw herself into the war with an enthusiasm Matthew hadn’t anticipated, he found himself outgunned and outmaneuvered.
He did the manly thing. He dived overboard.
“Good aim, Mom,” Tate managed before she collapsed weakly against the rail.
“Well.” Marla fluffed a hand over her tangled hair. “I did what had to be done.” She’d lost her hat somewhere during combat, and her crisp blouse and shorts were limp and running with water. Still, she was all gracious Southern hospitality as she peered over to where Matthew was warily treading water. “You give up, Yankee?”
“Yes, ma’am. I know when I’m licked.”
“Then haul yourself aboard, honey. I was about to fix up some nice beer-battered shrimp when I was interrupted.”
He swam toward the ladder, but shot Tate a cautious look. “Truce?”
“Truce,” she agreed and held out a hand. When their hands locked, she slitted her eyes. “Don’t even think about it, Lassiter.”
He had. The idea of toppling her into the water had its merits. But it wasn’t nearly as much fun since she was on to him. Revenge could wait. He dropped lightly on deck, slicked his hair out of his eyes.
“That cooled us off, anyway.”
“I never thought you’d blast Mom.”
He grinned, settled on a boat cushion. “Sometimes the innocent have to suffer. She’s terrific, you know. You’re lucky.”
“Yeah.” Tate settled beside him, stretched out her legs. She couldn’t remember ever being more content. “You’ve never mentioned your own mother.”
“I don’t remember her much. She took off when I was a kid.”
“Took off?”
“Lost interest,” he said with a shrug. “We were based in Florida then, and my father and Buck were doing some boatbuilding and repair on the side. Things were pretty lean. I remember them fighting a lot. One day she sent me over to the neighbors. Said she had errands to run and didn’t want me underfoot. She never came back.”
“That’s terrible. I’m so sorry.”
“We got by.” And after so many years, the hurt had healed over with only the occasional unexpected throb. “After my father died, I found divorce papers and a letter from a lawyer dated a couple of years after she’d left. She didn’t want custody or visitation rights. She just wanted her freedom. She got it.”
“You haven’t seen her?” It was incomprehensible to Tate that a mother, any mother, could walk so carelessly away from a child she had carried and held and watched grow. “Never once since then?”
“Nope. She had her life, we had ours. We moved around a lot. Up the coast, California, the islands. We did okay. Better than okay, now and then. We got work doing straight salvage up in Maine, and my father hooked up with VanDyke.”
“Who’s that?”
“Silas VanDyke. The man who murdered him.”
“But—” She sat up, her face pale and tense. “If you know who . . .”
“I know,” Matthew said quietly. “They were partners for about a year. Well, maybe not partners so much as my father worked for him. VanDyke picked up diving as a hobby, and got interested in treasure-hunting along the way, I guess. He’s one of these business tycoons who figures he can buy anything he wants. That’s the way he looked at treasure. Something to buy. He was looking for a necklace. An amulet. He thought he’d traced it to a ship that went down on the Great Barrier Reef. He wasn’t much of a diver, but he had money, pots of money.”
“So he hired your father?” Tate prompted.
“The Lassiters still had a rep back then. He was the best and VanDyke wanted the best. My father trained him, taught him everything, and got caught up in the legend. Angelique’s Curse.”
“What does that mean?” she demanded. “Buck was talking about that.”
“It’s the necklace.” Matthew rose to go to the ice chest, fished out two cans of Pepsi. “Supposedly it belonged to a witch who was executed in the fifteen hundreds somewhere in France. Gold, rubies, diamonds. Priceless. But it’s the power it’s said to hold that caught VanDyke’s interest. He even claimed he had some sort of family connection way back to the witch.”
He sat again, passed her a chilled can. “Bullshit, of course, but men kill for less.”
“What kind of power?”
“Magic,” he said with a sneer. “There’s a spell on it. Whoever has it, and can control it, will have untold riches and power—whatever their heart desires. If it controls them, they lose whatever’s most precious to them. Like I said,” he added, swallowing deep. “Bullshit. But VanDyke’s big on control.”
“It’s fascinating.” And she made up her mind to do some research on the legend at the first opportunity. “I’ve never heard the story before.”
“There’s not a lot of documentation. Bits and pieces. The necklace bounced around, wreaking havoc supposedly and gaining a rep.”
“Like the Hope Diamond?”
“Yeah, if you go for that stuff.” He eyed her. “You would.”
“It’s interesting,” she said with some dignity. “Did VanDyke find it?”
“No. He thought my father had. Got the idea in his head that my father was holding back on him. He was right.” Matthew took a long, cold drink. “Buck told me that my father had found some papers that made him think the necklace had been sold to this rich Spanish merchant or aristocrat or something. He spent a lot of time researching, really got into it. He decided it was on the Isabella, but kept it between him and Buck.”
“Because he didn’t trust VanDyke.”
“He should have trusted him less.” The memory glinted like a sword in Matthew’s eyes. “I heard them going at it the night before that last dive. VanDyke accused him of hiding the necklace. He still figured it was on the wreck they were digging. My father just laughed at him. Told him he was crazy. The next day, he was dead.”
“You never told me how he died.”
“He drowned. They said it was bad tanks, that the equipment hadn’t been properly rigged. That was a fucking lie. I was in charge of the equipment. There was nothing wrong with it when I checked it that morning. VanDyke sabotaged it. And when my father was eighty feet down, he was taking in too much nitrogen.”
“Nitrogen narcosis. Rapture of the deep,” Tate murmured.
  
“Yeah. VanDyke claimed he tried to get him up when he realized something was wrong, but my father fought him off. There was a struggle, he said. VanDyke’s story is he started up for help, but my father kept pulling him back. I went down right away once the bastard came up with the story, but he was already dead.”
“It could have been an accident, Matthew. A terrible accident.”
“It wasn’t an accident. And it wasn’t Angelique’s Curse the way Buck likes to think. It was murder. I saw that bastard’s face when I brought my father up.” His tensed fingers crushed the can in his hand. “He was smiling.”
“Oh, Matthew.” To comfort, she cuddled against him. “How horrible for you.”
“One day I’ll find the Isabella, and I’ll find the necklace. VanDyke will come looking for me. I’ll be waiting.”
She shivered. “Don’t. Don’t think about it.”
“I don’t very often.” Wanting to change the mood, he draped an arm over her shoulders. “Like I said, the past is past. And it’s too nice a day to think about it. Maybe we should take some time off later in the week. Rent some skis or try some parasailing.”
“Parasailing.” She looked up at the sky, relieved that his voice was casual again. “Have you ever done it?”
“Sure. The next best thing to being under the water is being over it.”
“I’m game if you are. But if we’re going to talk the rest of this crew into a day off, we’d better get to work. Get your hammer, Lassiter. It’s back to the chain gang.”
They’d barely begun to work on conglomerate, when they heard a shout over the port side. Tate brushed off her hands and strolled over.
“Matthew,” she said in a thin voice. “Come here. Mom.” She cleared her throat. “Mom! Come out. Bring the camera. Oh, God. Hurry.”
“For heaven’s sake, Tate, I’m frying shrimp.” Exasperated, Marla came on deck with the video camera swinging from her arm. “I don’t have time to take movies.”
Tate, with her hand vised on Matthew’s, turned and grinned idiotically. “I think you’ll want to take one of this.”
Marla scooted to Tate’s other side, and the three of them looked over the rail.
Both Buck and Ray bobbed in the water, faces beaming manically. Each gripped the side of a bucket that shimmered and dripped with gold doubloons.
“Jesus Christ,” Matthew breathed. “Is that thing full?”
“To the brim,” Ray called out. “And we’ve filled two more below.”
“You ain’t seen nothing like it, boy. We’re rich as kings.” Water trickled down Buck’s face, from his eyes. “There are thousands of them, thousands, just lying there. You gonna haul this up, or you want us to pitch them to you one at a time?”
Ray howled with laughter, and the two men batted each other on the head. Coins spilled out of the bucket, like loose fish.
“Wait, wait, I have to get you in frame.” Marla fumbled, cursed, laughed. “Oh hell, I can’t find the record button.”
“I’ll do it.” Tate snatched the camera, bobbled it. “Hold it steady, guys, and smile.”
“They’re going to drown each other.” Matthew gripped the rope and drew the bucket up. “Christ, it’s heavy. Give me a hand here.”
Marla grunted, nearly upended over the rail, but hauled the rope with him while Tate gleefully recorded the scene. “I’m going to go down with the underwater camera.” Awed, she plunged her hand into the coins when Matthew set the bucket on deck. “God, who’d have imagined it? I’m up to my elbow in doubloons.”
“Told you to imagine big, girl,” Buck shouted. “Marla, you get out your fanciest dress ’cause we’re going dancing tonight.”
“That’s my wife, pal.”
“Not after I kill you, hoss. Going to get another bucket.”
“Not if I get there first.”
Tate sprang up and raced for her wet suit. “I’m going down with the underwater camera. I want to get this on film, give them a hand.”
“I’ll be right with you. Marla.” Matthew snapped his fingers in front of Marla’s glazed eyes. “Marla, I think your shrimp’s burning.”
“Oh. Oh, my lord.” Still clutching a handful of doubloons, she dashed to the galley.
“Do you know what this means?” Tate demanded as she fought her way into her wet suit.
“That we’re stinking rich.” Matthew snatched her off her feet and whirled her around.
“Think of the equipment we can buy. Sonar, magnetometers, a bigger boat.” She gave him a sloppy kiss before wriggling away. “Two bigger boats. I’ll get a computer for listing artifacts.”
“Maybe we should get a submersible while we’re at it.”
“Good. Put that down. One submersible with robotics so we can mine the abyss on our next expedition.”
He hooked on his weight belt. “What about fancy clothes, cars, jewelry?”
“Not a priority, but I’ll keep it in mind. Mom! We’re going down to give Dad and Buck a hand.”
“See if you can catch me some more shrimp.” Marla poked her head out, held out a platter filled with blackened blobs. “These aren’t fit to eat.”
“Marla, I’m going to buy you a trawler of shrimp, another of beer.” On impulse, Matthew caught her face in his hands and kissed her full on the mouth. “I love you.”
“Might try telling me that,” Tate mumbled under her breath, then jumped off the side. She went in feet first, then tucked neatly and began to swim. Following the line, she kicked through the murky cloud, and into the clear.
There Ray and Buck hovered at the bottom, a second bucket of gold beside them as they plucked through the pay dirt. She snapped a picture as Buck handed her father a blackened brick that was an ingot of silver.
Fish swam around them, a living carousel, as they mined the sand. Medallions, more coins, oblong bricks of discolored silver. Ray found a dagger, its handle and blade crusted with sea life. Feigning a dueling stance, he jabbed it playfully at Buck, who hefted an ingot and mimed a defense.
Beside Tate, Matthew shook his head, circled his finger around his ear.
Yes, she thought, they were crazy. And wasn’t it great?
She swam clear to take her pictures from different angles. She wanted a good composition of the little pyramid of ingots, another of the odd sculpture of coins and medals fused together beside the glinting bucket.
National Geographic, she thought gleefully, here I come. The Beaumont Museum just found its cornerstone.
She accepted the dagger her father offered. With her diver’s knife she scraped delicately at the handle. Her eyes rounded at the glint of a ruby. Like a buccaneer she tucked it into her weight belt.
Through signals, Buck indicated that he and Matthew would haul up the next load. Ray pantomimed opening a bottle of champagne, drinking. This met with unanimous agreement. Giving the “okay” sign, Buck and Matthew kicked toward the surface with a bucket between them.
Tate gestured for her father to stand with one flipper poised on the pile of ingots and snapped pictures as he happily hammed it up for her. She was bubbling with laughter when she let the camera drop by its strap.
And then she noticed the stillness.
It was odd, she thought absently. All the fish were gone. Even Smiley seemed to have whisked himself away. Nothing stirred in the water, and the silence was suddenly and eerily heavy.
She glanced up through the murk and saw the shadow of Matthew and Buck as they carried their rich burden to the surface.
And then she saw the nightmare.
It came so fast, so quiet, that her mind rejected it. First there was nothing but the figures of the men swimming through the cloudy water, the sun fighting through it in thin misty streams. Then the shadow bulleted out of nowhere.
Someone screamed. Later her father would tell her the sound had come from her, and had alerted him. But by that time she was already clawing her way up.
The shark was longer than a man, perhaps ten feet. In her horror, she could see that its jaw was already open for the kill. She saw the moment they understood the danger and screamed again because she knew it was too late.
The men broke apart, as if propelled. Gold poured down through the water like dazzling rain. With terror digging talons into her throat, Tate watched the shark take Buck in his vicious mouth, shake him like a dog shakes a rat. The force of the attack ripped off his mask and mouthpiece as the shark tore him through the blood-smeared water. Somehow her knife was in her hand.
The shark dived, still thrashing as Matthew plunged his blade into its flesh, aiming for and missing the brain. The desperate jab left a gash, but the fish, frenzied on blood, held on to its prey and rammed his attacker.
Lips peeled back from his teeth, Matthew stabbed and hacked. Buck was dead. He knew Buck was dead. And his only thought was to kill. The shark’s black, glasslike eye fixed on him, rolled back white. Buck’s body drifted free in the swirling blood as the fish sought fresh prey and mindless revenge.
Matthew braced himself, prepared to kill or die. And Tate burst through the hideous murk like a warrior angel, an ancient dagger in one hand, a diver’s knife in the other.
He thought his fear had reached his limit. But it doubled then, almost paralyzed him, as the shark turned toward the movement and charged her. Blind with terror, he kicked forward through the curtain of blood, rammed hard against the wounded shark to impede its progress. With a strength born of hot panic, Matthew plunged his knife into its back to the hilt.
And prayed as he had never known he could.
Grimly, he held on while the shark rolled and thrashed. He saw that while his blade had found its mark, so had hers. She’d ripped open its belly.
Matthew let the carcass go and saw that Ray was struggling toward them with his knife freed in one hand while he hauled Buck’s limp body. Knowing what the bloody water could bring, Matthew dragged Tate toward the surface.
“Get in the boat,” he ordered. But her face was chalk white, her eyes beginning to roll back. He slapped her once, twice, until she focused. “Get in the fucking boat. Haul anchor. Do it.”
She nodded, breath sobbing, and struck out in awkward strokes as he dived again. Her hands kept slipping on the ladder, and she’d forgotten to pull off her flippers. She couldn’t find the air to call out. Her mother had turned on the radio, and Madonna was slyly claiming to be just like a virgin.
Her tanks clattered on deck, and the noise had Marla strolling over from the starboard side. In an instant, she was crouched beside Tate.
“Mama. Shark.” Tate rolled over to her hands and knees and choked up water. “Buck. Oh God.”
“You’re all right.” Marla’s voice was high and thin. “Oh, baby, are you all right?”
“It’s Buck. Hospital. He needs a hospital. Pull up the anchor. Hurry.”
“Ray. Tate. Your father?”
“He’s all right. Hurry. Radio the island.”
As Marla raced off, Tate pushed herself up; she dragged off her belt, turning her eyes away from the blood on her hands. She stood, swayed, bit her lip hard to keep from passing out. As she ran to the side, she dragged off her tanks.
“He’s alive.” Ray grabbed for the ladder. Between them, he and Matthew supported Buck’s body. “Help us get him onboard.” His eyes, full of horror and pain, met hers. “Hold on to yourself, baby.”
As they lifted Buck’s unconscious form into the boat, she saw why he had warned her. The shark had taken his leg below the knee.
Bile rose to her throat. Grimly, she swallowed it, gritting her teeth until the nausea and dizziness passed. She heard her mother gasp, but when she turned, her movements slow and sluggish, Marla was moving forward briskly.
“We need blankets, Tate. And towels. Plenty of towels. Hurry. And the first-aid kit. Ray, I radioed ahead. They’re expecting us at Frigate Bay. You’d better take the wheel.” She pulled off her blouse beneath which she wore a pretty white lace bra. Without a wince she used the crisp cotton to staunch the blood at the stub of Buck’s leg.
“Good girl,” she murmured when Tate ran back with armloads of towels. “Matthew, pack these around the wound. Hold them firmly against it. Matthew.” Her voice was dead calm and with enough steel to have his head jerking up. “He needs lots of pressure on that leg, understand me. We’re not having him bleed to death.”
“He’s not dead,” Matthew said dully as she took his hands and pressed them to the towels she’d packed against the wound. There was already a sickening pool of blood welling on the deck.
“No, he’s not dead. And he’s not going to be. We’ll need a tourniquet.” Her eyes stung as she noticed Buck was still wearing his left flipper, but her hands were quick and efficient. They never trembled as she fixed the tourniquet above the gory stump of his right leg.
“We need to keep him warm,” she said calmly. “We’ll have him to the hospital in a few minutes. In just a few minutes.”
Tate covered Buck with a blanket, then knelt on the bloody deck to take his hand. Then she reached for Matthew’s and linked the three of them.
She held on as the boat flew through the water toward land.






 CHAPTER 7
M
ATTHEW SAT ON the floor in the hospital corridor and tried to keep his mind blank. If he let down his guard, for even an instant, he was back in the bloody swirl of water, staring into the doll’s eyes of the shark, seeing those wicked rows of teeth slice into Buck.
He knew he would see it hundreds, thousands of times in his sleep—the blinding scream of bubbles, the thrashing of man and fish, the blade of his own knife plunging and hacking.
Each time the scene rolled through his brain, what had taken only minutes stretched hideously into hours, each movement slowed into horrible clarity. He could see it all, from the first bump when Buck had shoved him out of the shark’s attack path and through to the rush and noise of the emergency room.
Slowly, he lifted his hand, flexed it. He remembered how Buck’s fingers had tightened on it, gripped hard on that race to the island. He’d known then that Buck was alive. And that was somehow worse, because he couldn’t convince himself that Buck would stay that way.
It seemed that the sea delighted in taking the people he cared for most.
Angelique’s Curse, he thought on a wave of guilt and grief. Maybe Buck had been right. The fucking necklace was down there, just lying in wait for a victim. The search for it had taken two people he’d loved.
It wasn’t going to get another.
He opened his hand, rubbed it hard over his face like a man waking from a long sleep. He thought he must be going a little crazy, thinking this way. A man had killed his father, and a shark had killed Buck. It was a pitiful defense against his own failure to save them that had him blaming an amulet he’d never even seen.
However bloody that ancient necklace and the lore surrounding it might be, Matthew knew he couldn’t point the guilt at anyone or anything but himself. If he’d been quicker, Buck would still be whole. If he’d been smarter, his father would still be alive.
As he was alive. As he was whole. He would have to carry that weight for the rest of his life.
For a moment, he rested his brow on his knees, fought to clear his head again. He knew the Beaumonts were just down the hall in the waiting room. They’d offered him comfort, support, unity. And he’d had to escape. Their quiet compassion had all but destroyed him.
He already knew that if Buck had even a slim chance of survival, it wasn’t due to him, but to Marla’s quick, calm and unflinching handling of a crisis. It was she who had taken control, even down to remembering to grab clothes from the boat.
He hadn’t even been able to fill out the hospital forms, but had only stared at them until she’d taken the clipboard from him, gently asked the questions and filled in the blanks herself.
It was frightening to discover that he was, essentially, useless.
“Matthew.” Tate crouched in front of him, took his hands and wrapped them around a cup of coffee. “Come in and sit down.”
He shook his head. Because the coffee was in his hands he lifted it and sipped. He could see that her face was still pale and glossy with shock, her eyes red. But the hand she rested on his updrawn knee was steady.
  
In one terrifying mental blip, he saw her hurtling through the water toward the jaws of the shark.
“Go away, Tate.”
Instead, she sat beside him, draped an arm around his shoulders. “He’s going to make it, Matthew. I know it.”
“What, are you a fortune-teller now, on top of everything else?”
His voice was cold and sharp. Though it wounded, she leaned her head on his shoulder. “It’s important to believe it. It helps to believe it.”
She was wrong. It hurt to believe it. Because it did, he jerked away from her, got to his feet. “I’m going for a walk.”
“I’ll go with you.”
“I don’t want you.” He whirled on her, letting all the fear, the guilt, the grief explode into fury. “I don’t want you anywhere near me.”
Her stomach quaked, her eyes stung, but she held her ground. “I’m not leaving you alone, Matthew. You’d better get used to it.”
“I don’t want you,” he repeated, and stunned her by putting a hand just under her throat and pushing her against the wall. “I don’t need you. Now, why don’t you go get your nice, pretty family and take off?”
“Because Buck matters to us.” Though she managed to swallow the tears, they roughened her voice. “So do you.”
“You don’t even know us.” Something was screaming inside him to get out. To keep it hidden even from himself, he pushed her. His face, inches from hers, was hard, cold, merciless. “You’re just out for a lark, taking a few months in the sun to play at treasure-hunting. You got lucky. You don’t know what it’s like to go month after month, year after year and have nothing to show for it. To die and have nothing.”
Her breath was hitching now no matter how she fought to control it. “He’s not going to die.”
“He’s already dead.” The fury died from his eyes like a light switched off and left them blank and flat. “He was dead the minute he pushed me out of the way. The goddamn idiot pushed me out of the way.”
  
There it was, the worst of it, out, ringing on the sterilized hospital air. He turned from it, covered his face, but couldn’t escape it.
“He pushed me out of the way, got in front of me. What the hell was he thinking of? What were you thinking of?” Matthew demanded, spinning back to her with all the helpless anger rolling back into him like a riptide. “Coming at us that way. Don’t you know anything? When a shark’s got blood it’ll attack anything. You should have headed for the boat. With that much blood in the water, we were lucky it didn’t draw a dozen sharks in to feed. What the hell were you thinking of?”
“You.” She said it quietly and stayed where she was, backed against the wall. “I guess both Buck and I were thinking about you. I couldn’t have handled it if anything had happened to you, Matthew. I couldn’t have lived with it. I love you.”
Undone, he stared at her. There had been no one, in his whole life, who had said those three words to him. “Then you’re stupid,” he managed, and pulled unsteady fingers through his hair.
“Maybe.” Her lips were trembling. Even when she pressed them hard together, they vibrated with the power of her roiling emotions. “I guess you were pretty stupid, too. You didn’t leave Buck. You thought he was dead and you could have gotten away while the shark had him. You didn’t. Why didn’t you head for the boat, Matthew?”
He only shook his head. When she stepped forward to put her arms around him, he buried his face in her hair. “Tate.”
“It’s all right,” she murmured, running soothing strokes up his rigid back. “It’s going to be all right. Just hold on to me.”
“I’m bad luck.”
“That’s foolish. You’re just tired now, and worried. Come in and sit down. We’ll all wait together.”
 
She stayed beside him. The hours passed in that dream state so common to hospitals. People came and went. There was the soft flap of crepe-soled shoes on tile as nurses passed the doorway, the smell of overbrewed coffee, the sharp tang of antiseptic that never quite masked the underlying odor of sickness. Occasionally there was the faint swish as the elevator doors opened and closed.
Then softly, gently, rain began to patter on the windows.
Tate dozed with her head pillowed on Matthew’s shoulder. She was awake and aware the instant his body tensed. Instinctively, she reached for his hand as she looked toward the doctor.
He came in quietly, a surprisingly young man with lines of fatigue around his eyes and mouth. His skin, the color of polished ebony, looked like folded black silk.
“Mr. Lassiter.” Despite the obvious weariness, his voice was as musical as the evening rain.
“Yes.” Braced for condolences, Matthew pushed himself to his feet.
“I am Doctor Farrge. Your uncle has come through the surgery. Please sit.”
“What do you mean, come through?”
“He has survived the operation.” Farrge sat on the edge of the coffee table, waited for Matthew to settle. “His condition is critical. You know he lost a great deal of blood. More than three liters. If he had lost even a fraction more, if it had taken you even ten minutes longer to get him here, there would have been no chance. However, his heart is very strong. We’re optimistic.”
Hope was too painful. Matthew simply nodded. “Are you telling me he’s going to live?”
“Every hour his chances improve.”
“And those chances are?”
Farrge took a moment to measure his man. With some, kindness didn’t comfort. “He has perhaps a forty percent chance of surviving the night. If he does, I would upgrade that. Further treatment will be necessary, of course, when he is stabilized and stronger. When this time comes I can recommend to you several specialists who have good reputations in treating patients with amputated limbs.”
“Is he conscious?” Marla asked quietly.
  
“No. He will be in recovery for some time, then in our Critical Care Unit. I would not expect him to be alert for several hours. I would suggest that you leave a number where you can be reached at the nurses’ station. We’ll contact you if there is any change.”
“I’m staying,” Matthew said simply. “I want to see him.”
“Once he is in CCU, you’ll be able to see him. But only for a short period.”
“We’ll get a hotel.” Ray rose, laid a hand on Matthew’s shoulder. “We’ll take shifts here.”
“I’m not leaving.”
“Matthew.” Ray squeezed gently. “We need to work as a team.” He glanced at his daughter, read what was in her eyes. “Marla and I will find us some rooms, make the arrangements. We’ll come back and relieve you and Tate in a few hours.”
 
There were so many tubes snaking out from the still figure in the bed. Machines beeped and hummed. Outside the thin curtain Matthew could hear the quiet murmurings of the nurses, their brisk steps as they went about the business of tending lives.
But in this room, narrow and dim, he was alone with Buck. He forced himself to look down at the sheet, at the odd way it lay. He would have to get used to it, he thought. They would both have to get used to it.
If Buck lived.
He barely looked alive now, his face slack, his body so strangely tidy in the bed. Buck was a tosser, Matthew remembered, a man who tugged and kicked at sheets, one who snored violently enough to scrape the paint from the walls.
But he was as still and silent now as a man in a coffin.
Matthew took the broad, scarred hand in his, a gesture he knew would have embarrassed both of them had Buck been conscious. He held it, studying the face he’d thought he knew as well as his own.
Had he ever noticed how thick Buck’s eyebrows were, or how the gray peppered them? And when had the lines around his eyes begun to crisscross that way? Wasn’t it strange that his forehead, which rose into that egg-shaped skull, was so smooth? Like a girl’s.
Jesus, Matthew thought, and squeezed his eyes tight. His leg was gone.
Fighting off panic, Matthew leaned down. He was nearly comforted by the sound of Buck’s breathing.
“That was a damn stupid thing to do. You made a mistake getting in front of me that way. Maybe you figured on wrestling with that shark, but I guess you’re not as quick as you used to be. Now you probably figure I owe you. Well, you’ve got to live to collect.”
He tightened his grip. “You hear that, Buck. You’ve got to live to collect. Think about that. You kick off on me, you lose, and me and the Beaumonts will just split your share of the Marguerite on top of it. Your first big strike, Buck, and if you don’t pull out of this, you won’t get to spend the first coin.”
A nurse parted the curtain, a gentle reminder that the time was up.
“It’d be a real shame if you didn’t get to enjoy some of that fame and fortune you’ve always wanted, Buck. You keep that in mind. They’re tossing me out of here, but I’ll be back.”
In the corridor, Tate paced, as much from nerves as the need to keep herself awake. The moment she saw Matthew come through the doors, she hurried over.
“Did he wake up at all?”
“No.”
Taking his hand, Tate struggled with her own fears. “The doctor said he wouldn’t. I suppose we were all hoping otherwise. Mom and Dad are going to take a shift now.” When he started to shake his head, she squeezed his fingers impatiently. “Matthew, listen to me. We’re all a part of this. And I think he’s going to need all of us, so we may as well start now. You and I are going to the hotel. We’re going to get a meal, and we’re going to sleep for a few hours.”
As she spoke, she drew him down the corridor. After sending her parents a bolstering smile, she steered Matthew toward the elevators.
“We’re all going to lean on each other, Matthew. That’s the way it works.”
“There has to be something I can do.”
“You’re doing it,” she said gently. “We’ll be back soon. You just need to rest a little. So do I.”
He looked at her then. Her skin was so pale it seemed he could pass his hand through it. Smudges of exhaustion bruised her eyes. He hadn’t been thinking of her, he realized. Nor had he considered that she might have needed to lean on him.
“You need sleep.”
“I could use a couple of hours.” Keeping her hand on his, she stepped into the elevator car, pushed the button for the lobby. “Then we’ll come back. You can sit with Buck again until he wakes up.”
“Yeah.” Matthew stared blankly at the descending numbers. “Until he wakes up.”
Outside, the wind kicked at the rain, swept through palm fronds. The cab bumped along the narrow, deserted streets, its tires sluicing at puddles. It was like driving through someone else’s dream—the dark, the huddle of unfamiliar buildings shifting in the glare of headlights, the monotonous squeak of the wipers across the windshield.
Matthew fished Caribbean bills from his wallet as Tate climbed out. In seconds, the rain plastered her hair to her head.
“Dad gave me the room keys,” she began. “It’s not the Ritz.” She tried another smile as they entered the tiny lobby crowded with wicker chairs and leafy plants. “But it’s close to the hospital. We’re on the second floor.”
They took the steps with Tate jingling the keys nervously in her hand. “This is your room. Dad said we were right next door.” She looked down at the keys, studied the number. “Matthew, can I come in with you? I don’t want to be by myself.” She shifted her gaze to his. “I know it’s stupid, but—”
“It’s okay. Come on.” He took the key from her, unlocked the door.
  
There was a bed with a spread of brightly colored orange and red flowers, a small dresser. The lamp’s shade was askew. Marla had brought him a kit from the boat, and had left it neatly at the foot of the bed. Matthew switched on the lamp. Its glow was yellowed by the crooked shade. Rain beat against the window in angry fists.
“It’s not much,” Tate murmured. Compelled, she reached out to straighten the lampshade, as if the little homemaker’s gesture would make the room less sad.
“Not what you’re used to, I guess.” Matthew strode into the adjoining bath and came out with a thin towel the size of a place mat. “Dry your hair.”
“Thanks. I know you need to sleep. I should probably leave you alone.”
He sat on the side of the bed, concentrated on removing his shoes. “You can sleep in here if you want. You don’t have to worry about anything.”
“I wouldn’t be worried.”
“You should.” On a sigh, he rose and, taking the towel, rubbed it briskly over her hair himself. “But you don’t have to. Take off your shoes, and stretch out.”
“You’ll lie down with me?”
He glanced over as she sat and fumbled tiredly with the laces of her sneakers. He knew he could have her—one touch, one word. He could lose himself and all of this misery in her. She would be soft, and willing, and sweet.
And he would hate himself.
Saying nothing, he turned down the spread. He stretched out on the sheet, held out a hand to her. Without hesitation, she lay down beside him, curled her body to his, pillowed her head on his shoulder.
There was one keen slice of need low in his gut. It mellowed to a dull ache as she settled her palm on his chest. He turned his face into her rain-scented hair and found a baffling mix of comfort and pain.
Safe, lulled by trust, she let her eyes close. “It’s going to be all right. I know it’s going to be all right. I love you, Matthew.”
  
She slipped into sleep as easily as a child. Matthew listened to the rain and waited for dawn.
 
The shark shot through the water, a sleek gray bullet armed with ready teeth and a lust for blood. The water was red and roiling, choking her as she struggled to escape. She was screaming, gasping for air she couldn’t find. Those jaws opened, hideously wide. Then closed over her with a pain too excruciating to name.
She came awake with a scream locked in her throat. Curling into a ball, she fought her way out of the nightmare. She was in Matthew’s room, she reminded herself. She was safe. He was safe.
And she was alone.
Lifting her head, she saw the murky sunlight just easing in the window. Panic came first that he had somehow gotten word that Buck had died, and had gone back to the hospital without her. Then she realized what she thought was rain was the shower.
The storm was over, and Matthew was here.
She let out a long breath, pushed at her disheveled hair. She could be grateful he hadn’t been with her when she’d had the nightmare. He was already carrying so much weight, she thought. She wouldn’t add to it. She would be brave and strong, and give him whatever support he needed.
When the bathroom door opened, Tate had a smile ready. Despite her worries, her heart did a quick tumble at the sight of him, damp from his shower, bare chested, his jeans carelessly unfastened.
“You’re awake.” Matthew hooked his thumbs into his front pockets and tried not to think about how she looked sitting with her arms wrapped around her knees in the middle of the bed. “I thought you might sleep awhile longer.”
“No, I’m fine.” Suddenly awkward, she moistened her lips. “The rain stopped.”
“I noticed.” Just as he noticed how big and soft and aware her eyes had become. “I’m going to head back to the hospital.”
  
“We’re going back to the hospital,” she corrected. “I’ll go shower and change.” She was already climbing off the bed, picking up her key. “Mom said there was a coffee shop next door. I’ll meet you there in ten minutes.”
“Tate.” He hesitated when she stopped at the door, turned back. What could he say? How could he say it? “Nothing. Ten minutes.”
They were back at the hospital in thirty. Both Ray and Marla rose from the bench outside of CCU, where they had taken up the watch.
They looked, Matthew thought, rumpled. It had always impressed him that no matter what the circumstances, the Beaumonts were so neatly groomed. Now, their clothes were wrinkled and limp. Ray’s face was shadowed by a night’s growth of beard. In all the weeks they’d worked together, he’d never seen Ray unshaven. For reasons Matthew couldn’t pinpoint, he focused on that one small fact. Ray hadn’t shaved.
“They won’t tell us much,” Ray began. “Only that he had a restful night.”
“They let us go in for a few minutes every hour.” Marla took Matthew’s hand, gave it a squeeze. “Did you get some rest, honey?”
“Yeah.” Matthew cleared his throat. She hadn’t brushed her hair, he thought foolishly. Ray hadn’t shaved, and Marla hadn’t brushed her hair. “I want to tell both of you how much I appreciate—”
“Don’t insult us.” Marla deliberately laced a scold into her voice. “Matthew Lassiter, you use that polite tone with that polite phrase on strangers when you feel obligated. Not with friends who love you.”
He’d never known anyone else who could shame and touch him at the same time. “What I meant was I’m glad you’re here.”
“I think his color’s better.” Ray put an arm around his wife, gave her a quick, warm hug. “Don’t you, Marla?”
“Yes, I do. And the nurse said Doctor Farrge would be looking in on him shortly.”
“Matthew and I will take over now. I want the two of you to go get some breakfast, and a little more sleep.”
  
Ray studied his daughter’s face, judged her fit, and nodded. “We’ll do just that. You call the hotel if there’s any change. Otherwise, we’ll be back by noon.”
When they were alone, Tate took Matthew’s hand. “Let’s go see him.”
Maybe his color was better, Matthew thought a few moments later when he stood over his uncle’s bed. Buck’s face was still drawn, but that horrible gray wash had faded.
“His chances go up every hour,” Tate reminded him, and slipped her hand over Buck’s. “He made it through surgery, Matthew, and he made it through the night.”
The dim glow of hope was more painful than despair. “He’s tough. See that scar there.” With a fingertip, Matthew traced a jagged pucker along Buck’s right forearm. “Barracuda. Yucatán. I was running the airlift, and Buck and the fish ran into each other in the fallout cloud. Went and got himself stitched up. Was back in the water within an hour. He’s got a beaut on his hip where—”
“Matthew.” Tate’s voice was shaky. “Matthew, he squeezed my hand.”
“What?”
“He squeezed my hand. Look. Look at his fingers.”
They flexed on Tate’s, a slow curl. Matthew’s skin went cold, then hot as he looked at his uncle’s face. Buck’s eyelids fluttered.
“I think he’s coming around.”
A tear leaked out of the corner of Tate’s eye as she gave Buck’s hand an answering squeeze. “Talk to him, Matthew.”
“Buck.” With his heart skidding in his chest, Matthew leaned closer. “Goddamn it, Buck, I know you hear me. I’m not going to waste my time talking to myself.”
Buck’s eyelids fluttered again. “Shit.”
“Shit.” Tate began to weep quietly. “Did you hear that, Matthew? He said ‘shit.’ ”
“He would.” Matthew grabbed Buck’s hand as his throat burned. “Come on, you candy ass. Wake up.”
“I’m ’wake, Jesus.” Buck opened his eyes, saw blurs. Shapes swam and shivered. He had the sensation of floating, found it not altogether unpleasant. His vision cleared enough for him to make out Matthew’s face. “What the hell. Thought I was dead.”
“That makes two of us.”
“He didn’t get you, did he?” Buck’s voice slurred as he struggled to get the words around his tongue. “That bastard didn’t get you?”
“No.” Guilt crashed down on Matthew like cold, honed steel. “No, he didn’t get me. It was a tiger, about a ten-footer,” he said, understanding that Buck would want to know. “We killed him, Tate and me. He’s fish bait now.”
“Good.” Buck closed his eyes again. “Fucking hate sharks.”
“I’ll go tell the nurse,” Tate said quietly.
“Fucking hate them,” Buck repeated. “Ugly bastards. Probably a rogue, but make sure we got bats and bangsticks.”
He opened his eyes again. Gradually the machines and the tubes came into focus. His brow puckered. “Not the boat.”
Matthew’s heart began to thud in his throat. “No. You’re in the hospital.”
“Hate hospitals. Goddamn doctors. Boy, you know I hate hospitals.”
“I know.” Matthew concentrated on soothing the panic he saw in Buck’s eyes. He’d worry about his own reaction later. “Had to bring you in, Buck. The fish hurt you.”
“A couple of stitches . . .”
Matthew could see the instant Buck began to remember. “Take it easy, Buck. You’ve got to take it easy.”
“Got hold of me.” The sensations rushed back, one tumbled over another like nasty children in a street brawl. Fear, pain, horror and a skittering dread that triumphed over the rest.
He remembered the agony, the helplessness of being shaken and torn, choking on his own blood, blinded by it. That last clear memory of staring into those black, hate-filled eyes as they rolled up white with cold pleasure.
“Son of a bitch got hold of me.” Buck’s voice jerked as he fought against Matthew to sit up. “How bad? How bad he get me, boy?”
  
“Calm down. You’ve got to calm down.” Struggling to keep his hands gentle, Matthew pinned Buck to the bed. It was pitifully easy. “If you act like this, they’ll knock you out again.”
“Tell me.” Panic darting in his eyes, Buck took a fistful of Matthew’s shirt. The grip was so weak, Matthew could have shaken it off with a shrug. But he didn’t have the heart. “You tell me what that bastard did to me.”
Of all the things that had been between them, there had never been lies. Matthew covered Buck’s hands with his, looked him square in the eyes.
“He took your leg, Buck. The fucker took your leg.”






 CHAPTER 8
“Y
OU’RE NOT GOING to blame yourself."
Tate stopped her restless pacing to sit beside Matthew on the bench outside CCU. It had been a full day since Buck had regained consciousness. The better the outlook for his recovery, the deeper Matthew sank into depression.
“I don’t see anyone else around here to blame.”
“Things sometimes happen that aren’t anyone’s fault. Matthew . . .” Patience, she warned herself. The snap of her temper wouldn’t help him. “What happened was horrible, tragic. You couldn’t stop it. You can’t change it now. All you can do, all we can do, is see him through it.”
“He lost his goddamn leg, Tate. And every time he looks at me, we both know it should have been me.”
“Well, it wasn’t you.” The thought that it could have been haunted her relentlessly. “And thinking it should have been is stupid.” Weary of reasoning, drained from the struggle to stay strong and supportive, she dragged a hand through her hair. “He’s afraid now, and he’s angry and depressed. But he isn’t blaming you.”
“Isn’t he?” Matthew looked up. Grief now warred with bitterness in his eyes.
“No, he’s not. Because he isn’t as shallow and self-important as you.” She sprang up from the bench. “I’m going in to see him. You can sit here and wallow in self-pity by yourself.”
Head high, she sailed across the corridor and through the doors to Critical Care. The moment she was out of Matthew’s sight, she stopped, took time to compose herself. After fixing on a sunny smile, she nudged Buck’s curtain aside.
His eyes opened when she came in. Behind his thick lenses, his eyes were dull.
“Hey.” As if he’d greeted her with a wink and a wave, she marched over to kiss his cheek. “I hear they’re moving you down to a regular room in a day or two. One with a TV and better-looking nurses.”
“Said they might.” He winced as pain in his phantom leg plagued him. “Thought you and the boy’d gone back to the boat.”
“No, Matthew’s right outside. Do you want him?”
Buck shook his head. He began to pleat the sheet between his fingers. “Ray was in before.”
“Yes, I know.”
“Said there was some specialist in Chicago I’m supposed to go to once they let me out of here.”
“Yeah. He’s supposed to be brilliant.”
“Not smart enough to put my leg back on.”
“They’ll give you an even better one.” She knew her voice was overbright, but couldn’t control it. “Did you ever see that show, Buck? The one with the bionic man. I loved it when I was a kid. You’ll be Bionic Buck.”
The corner of his mouth twitched briefly. “Yeah, sure, that’s me. Bionic Buck, king of the cripples.”
“I’m not going to stay if you talk that way.”
He shrugged a shoulder. He was too tired to argue. Almost too tired to feel sorry for himself. “Better if you didn’t. You should get back to the boat. Got to get that booty up before somebody else does.”
“You shouldn’t worry about that. We’ve got our claim.”
“You don’t know nothing,” he snapped at her. “That’s the trouble with amateurs. Word’s out by now. It’s out all right, after this especially. Shark attacks are always news, especially in tourist waters. They’ll be coming.” His fingers began to drum a quick tattoo on the mattress. “You locked up what we got already, didn’t you? Someplace nice and tight?”
“I—” She hadn’t given the treasure a thought in two days. Doubted anyone had. “Sure.” She had to swallow on the lie. “Sure, Buck, don’t worry.”
“Got to go down, get the rest up quick. Did I tell Ray?” His eyes fluttered and he forced them open again. “Did I tell him? Fucking medication makes my head foggy. Got to get it up. All that gold. Like blood to sharks.” He laughed as his head lolled back on the pillow. “Like blood to sharks. Ain’t that a kick in the ass? Got the treasure. Only cost me my goddamn leg. Get it up, lock it away, girl. You do that.”
“Okay, Buck.” Gently, she stroked his brow. “I’m going to take care of it. Rest now.”
“Don’t go down alone.”
“No, of course not,” she murmured and slipped his glasses off.
“Angelique’s Curse. She don’t want anyone to win. Be careful.”
“I will. Just rest.”
When she was sure he was asleep, she went out quietly. Matthew was no longer on the bench, nor in the corridor. A check of her watch told her that her parents would be there in less than an hour.
She hesitated, then walked decisively to the elevators. She’d take care of things herself.
 
She felt at home the moment she stepped aboard the Adventure. Someone, her mother she imagined, had washed down the decks. There was no trace of blood, and the equipment was once again tidily stowed away.
Rather than try to remember what they had left aboard before Buck’s accident, she ducked into the deckhouse for her notebook.
The moment she did, she knew something was wrong.
Everything was tidy. The cushions were plumped, the table gleaming. The galley beyond the living area was spotless. But there was no notebook on the table. There were no artifacts carefully set there, or on the counter for cleaning and cataloguing.
After the first shiver of alarm had passed, she told herself her parents had probably done just what she had come to do. They had gathered up the booty and taken it to the hotel. Or out to the Sea Devil.
The boat was more logical, she decided. They would keep it all together. Wouldn’t they?
She looked back to shore, wondering if she should go and find them. But here, alone, Buck’s urgency began to claw at her. She would go out to the Sea Devil and check for herself. It was a short trip, one she could easily handle alone.
Calmer now that she had a goal, she went to the bridge, weighed anchor. An hour, she thought. No more for a quick round-trip. Then she could reassure Buck that everything was taken care of.
As she cruised out to open sea, her tension dissolved. Life always seemed so simple with a deck under her feet. Overhead, gulls swooped and scolded, and the sea, the sheer blue stretch of it, beckoned. With the wind on her face and the wheel under her hands, she wondered if she would have found this fascinating world if she’d had different parents. Would the lure have been there if she had been raised conventionally, without tales of the sea and treasures as her bedtime stories?
Just then, with the sea shimmering around her, she was sure she would. Destiny, she thought, was a patient master. It waited.
She had found hers, earlier than some, she supposed. Already she could see her life with Matthew unfolding before her. Together they would sail the world, unlocking secrets from the sea’s vault. Partners, she mused, in every way.
In time, he would come to learn that the value of what they did went beyond the flash of gold. They would build a museum, and bring the thrill and the pulse of history to hundreds of people.
One day they would have children, make a family, and she would write a book about their adventures. He’d come to understand that there was nothing they couldn’t do, nothing they couldn’t be, with each other.
Like destiny, Tate would be patient.
She was smiling over her daydreams when she caught sight of the Sea Devil. The smile faded into puzzlement. Anchored off its port was a gleaming white yacht.
It was a stunner, a hundred feet of luxury and shine. She could see people on deck. A uniformed man carrying a tray of glasses, a woman sunbathing lazily, and apparently naked, a seaman polishing the brightwork on the foredeck. Glass that ribboned the deckhouse and bridge tossed back the sun.
Under different circumstances, she would have admired it, the lovely, somehow feminine lines, the celebration ripple of the brightly striped umbrellas and awnings, but the telltale murk on the surface of the water had already caught her eye.
Someone was below, running an airlift.
Almost shaking with fury, Tate cut her speed, maneuvered the Adventure to starboard of the Sea Devil. With quick efficiency, she moored her boat.
Now she could smell it, the unmistakable rotten-egg scent that was perfume to treasure hunters. The gases released from a wreck. Without hesitation, she darted from the bridge. Taking time only to pry off her sneakers, she dived over the side and swam to the Sea Devil.
Shaking her wet hair out of her eyes, she hauled herself on deck. The tarps she and Matthew had used to cover the booty from the Santa Marguerite were in place. But it took only one swift glance to see that much of what they had recovered was missing.
It was the same in the cabin. The emerald cross, the bucket that had been filled with silver coins, the fragile porcelain, the pewter she and her mother had carefully cleaned. Gone. Teeth gritted, she looked back toward the yacht.
Armed with temper and a sense of righteousness, she dived back in the water. She was snarling by the time she climbed the ladder onto the glossy mahogany deck of the yacht.
  
A blonde, wearing sunglasses, a headset and a thong bottom lounged in a padded chaise.
Tate marched to her, rapped her sharply on the shoulder. “Who’s in charge here?”
“Qu’est-que c’est?” After a huge yawn, the blonde tipped down the oversized glasses and studied Tate over them with bored blue eyes. “Qui le diable es-tu?”
“Who in hell are you?” Tate shot back in angry, fluent French. “And what do you think you’re doing with my wreck?”
The blonde moved a creamy shoulder and slipped off her headphones. “American,” she decided in poor and irritated English. “You Americans are so tedious. Allez. Go away. You’re dripping on me.”
“I’m going to do more than drip on you in a minute, Fifi.”
“Yvette.” With an amused cat smile, she took a long brown cigarette from the pack at her elbow and struck the flame on a slim, gold lighter. “Ah, what a noise.” She stretched, the movement as feline as her smile. “All the day and half the night.”
Tate set her teeth. The noise Yvette complained about was the compressor busily running the airlift. “We have a claim on the Santa Marguerite, and you have no right to work her.”
“Marguerite? C’est qui, cette Marguerite?” She blew out a fragrant stream of smoke. “I am the only woman here.” Lifting a brow, she scanned Tate from head to toe. “The only,” she repeated. Her gaze drifted beyond Tate, and warmed. “Mon cher, we have company.”
“So I see.”
Tate turned and saw a slim man in crisp buff-colored shirt and slacks, a tie of muted pastel stripes knotted handsomely at his neck. He wore a panama at a rakish angle over pewter-colored hair. Gold winked against his tanned skin at his wrist and neck. His face, as smooth as a boy’s, glowed with health and good cheer. It was strikingly handsome with its long, narrow nose, neatly arched silver brows and thin, curved mouth. His eyes, a translucent blue, were bright with interest.
  
Tate’s first impression was of money and manners. He smiled and offered a hand so charmingly that she nearly accepted before she remembered why she was there.
“Is this your boat?”
“Yes, indeed. Welcome aboard the Triumphant. It isn’t often we have visits from water nymphs. André,” he called out, his voice cultured and vaguely European. “Bring a towel for the lady. She’s quite wet.”
“I don’t want a damn towel. I want you to get your divers up here. That’s my wreck.”
“Really? How odd. Won’t you sit down, Miss . . .”
“No, I won’t sit down, you thieving pirate.”
He blinked, and his smile never wavered. “It seems you’ve mistaken me for someone else. I’m sure we can clear up this little misunderstanding in a civilized manner. Ah.” He took the towel from a uniformed steward. “We need champagne, André. Three glasses.”
“It’s going to get real uncivilized,” Tate warned. “If you don’t cut off that compressor.”
“It does make conversation difficult.” He nodded to his steward, then sat. “Please, do sit down.”
The longer he talked in that calm, lovely voice, smiled that easy, charming smile, the more she felt like a clumsy fool. As a sop to her dignity, she sat stiffly on a deck chair. She would, she determined, be cool, logical and as mannered as he.
“You’ve taken property off my boats,” Tate began.
He lifted a brow, turning his head so that he could study the Sea Devil. “That unfortunate thing is yours?”
“It belongs to my partners,” Tate muttered. Beside the Triumphant, the Sea Devil resembled a secondhand garbage scow. “A number of items are missing from the Sea Devil and the Adventure. And—”
“My dear girl.” He folded his hands, smiled benignly. A square-cut diamond the size of a Scrabble tile winked on his pinkie. “Do I look as though I need to steal?”
She said nothing as the steward uncorked a bottle of champagne with a rich, echoing pop. Her voice was as honeyed as the breeze. “Not everyone steals because they need to. Some people simply enjoy it.”
  
Now his eyes rounded with delight. “Astute, as well as attractive. Impressive attributes for one so young.”
Yvette mumbled something uncomplimentary in French, but he only chuckled and patted her hand. “Ma belle, do cover yourself. You’re embarrassing our guest.”
While Yvette pouted and fastened a scrap of electric blue over her magnificent breasts, he offered Tate a flute of champagne. She had her hand around the stem before she realized she’d been maneuvered.
“Listen—”
“I’d be happy to,” he agreed. He sighed as the compressor fell silent. “Ah, that is better. Now, you were saying you’re missing some property?”
“You’re well aware of it. Artifacts from the Santa Marguerite. We’ve been excavating for weeks. We have a legitimate claim.”
He studied her face with obvious interest. It was always a pleasure for him to observe someone so animated and bold, particularly when he had already won. He pitied those who didn’t appreciate the true challenge of the business deal, and the true triumph of winning. “There may be some confusion about that. The claim.” He pursed his lips, then sampled his champagne. “We are in free water here. The government often disputes such things, which is why I contacted them several months ago to apprise them of my plans to dig here.” He drank again. “It’s unfortunate you weren’t informed. Of course, when I arrived I did notice that someone had been poking about. But then, there was no one here.”
Several months ago, my ass, Tate thought, but forced herself to speak calmly. “We had an accident. One of our team is in the hospital.”
“Oh, how unfortunate. Treasure-hunting can be a dangerous business. It’s been a hobby of mine for some years now. I’ve been quite lucky all in all.”
“The Sea Devil was left here,” Tate continued. “Our markers were here. The rules of salvage—”
“I’m willing to overlook the impropriety.”
Her mouth fell open. “You’re willing?” The hell with calm. “You jump our claim, you steal artifacts and records from our boats—”
“I don’t know anything about this property you’re missing,” he interrupted. His voice firmed, as it would with a difficult underling. “I suggest you contact the authorities on Saint Kitts or Nevis about that.”
“You can be sure I will.”
“Sensible.” He plucked the champagne from its silver bucket, poured more into his glass, into Yvette’s. “Don’t you care for Taittinger’s?”
Tate set the flute down with a snap. “You’re not going to get away with this. We found the Marguerite, we worked her. One of our team nearly died. You’re not going to sail in and take what’s ours.”
“Ownership in such matters is a foggy area.” He paused a moment to study the wine in his glass. And ownership, of course, was what life was all about. “You can of course dispute it, but I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed with the outcome. I have a reputation for winning.” He beamed at her and stroked a fingertip down Yvette’s gleaming arm. “Now,” he said and rose. “Perhaps you’d like a tour. I’m very proud of the Triumphant. She has some very unique features.”
“I don’t give a damn if you’ve done the head in solid gold.” Her own control surprised her as she rose and stared him down. “Fancy boats and a European flair don’t negate piracy.”
“Sir.” The steward cleared his throat politely. “You’re wanted forward.”
“I’ll be along in a moment, André.”
“Yes, Mr. VanDyke.”
“VanDyke,” Tate repeated, and her stomach trembled. “Silas VanDyke.”
“My reputation precedes me.” He seemed only more pleased that she knew of him. “How remiss of me not to have introduced myself, Miss . . .”
“Beaumont. It’s Tate Beaumont. I know who you are, Mr. VanDyke, and I know what you’ve done.”
“That’s flattering.” He lifted his glass, toasting her before finishing off the frothy wine. “But then, I’ve done many things.”
“Matthew told me about you. Matthew Lassiter.”
“Oh, yes, Matthew. I’m sure he has spoken, none too kindly, of me. And since he has, you’re probably aware that there is one particular item that interests me.”
“Angelique’s Curse.” Her palms might have been damp, but Tate lifted her chin. “Since you’ve already killed for it, stealing shouldn’t be an obstacle.”
“Ah, young Matthew’s been filling your head with nonsense,” he said pleasantly. “It’s understandable that the boy had to blame someone for his father’s accident, particularly when his own negligence might have caused it.”
“Matthew isn’t negligent,” she snapped back.
“He was young, and hardly to blame. I might have offered to help them financially at the time, but I’m afraid he was unreachable.” He moved his shoulders gently. “And as I said, Miss Beaumont, treasure-hunting is a dangerous business. Accidents happen. I can make one thing very clear for all of us, however. If the amulet is on the Marguerite, it’s mine. As is anything else she holds.” The light in his eyes was brighter now, chillingly gracious. “And I always take, and treasure, what’s mine. Isn’t that true, ma belle?”
Yvette ran a hand down one gleaming thigh. “Always true.”
“You don’t have it yet, do you?” Tate walked to the rail. “And we’ll see who holds the rights to the Santa Marguerite.”
“I’m sure we will.” VanDyke turned the empty flute in his hands. “Oh, and Miss Beaumont, be sure to give the Lassiters my regards, and my regrets.”
Tate heard him chuckling as she dived into the water.
“Silas.” Yvette lighted another cigarette and snuggled down in her chaise. “What was that annoying American babbling about?”
“Did you find her annoying?” With a pleased smile, Silas watched Tate swim strongly back to the Adventure. “I didn’t. I found her fascinating—young, foolishly bold and rather sweetly naive. In my circles, I rarely come across such qualities.”
“So.” Yvette blew out smoke, sulked. “You think she’s attractive with her skinny body and hair like a boy.”
Because his mood was mellow, VanDyke sat on the edge of the chaise and prepared to placate. “Hardly more than a child. It’s women who interest me.” He touched his lips to Yvette’s pouty ones. “You who fascinate me,” he murmured, reaching behind to tug loose the knot of her brief top. “That’s why you’re here, ma chère amie.”
And would be, he thought as he cupped one of her perfect breasts in his hand. Until she began to bore him.
Leaving Yvette’s feathers smoothed, VanDyke rose. With a smile, he watched Tate pilot the Adventure toward St. Kitts.
There was something to be said for youth, he thought. It was something even his money, and his business skills couldn’t buy. He had a feeling it would take a long, long time for someone as fresh as Tate Beaumont to grow tedious.
He strolled forward, a hum on his lips. There, his divers had spread the latest haul over a tarp. His heart began to sing. What was there, corroded, calcified or gleaming, was his. Success. Profit for investment. It was only more thrilling that it had belonged to the Lassiters.
No one spoke as VanDyke knelt and began to pick through the booty with his jeweled and manicured fingers. It was so satisfying for him to know that he had brought up treasure while the brother of James Lassiter had been fighting for his life.
It only enhanced the legend, didn’t it? he mused as he lifted a cob coin, turned it in his hand. Angelique’s Curse would strike them down, strike all down who searched for it. But him.
Because he’d been willing to wait, to bide his time, to use his resources. Time and again, his business sense had told him to forget it, to cut his losses, which had been considerable to date. Yet the amulet remained, always in the back of his mind.
If he didn’t find it, own it, he would have failed. Failure was simply unacceptable. Even in a hobby. He could justify the time and the money. He had more than enough of both. And he hadn’t forgotten that James Lassiter had laughed at him, had tried to outwit him on a deal.
If Angelique’s Curse haunted him, there was a reason for it. It belonged to him.
He glanced up. His divers waited. The crew looked on in silence, ready to obey any order. Such things, VanDyke thought with contentment, money could buy.
“Continue the excavation.” He rose, brushed fussily at the knees of his sharply creased slacks. “I want armed guards, five on deck, five at the wreck. Deal discreetly, but firmly, with any interference.” Satisfied, he flicked a glance out to sea. “Don’t harm the girl should she return. She interests me. Piper.” With a crook of his finger, he gestured to his marine archeologist.
VanDyke moved briskly through the forward doors and into his office, with Piper on his heels like a loyal hound.
Like the rest of the yacht, VanDyke’s floating office was stylish and efficient. The walls were paneled in glossy rosewood, the floor gleamed with its polish of hot wax. The desk, securely anchored, was a nineteenth-century antique that had once graced the home of a British lord.
Rather than typical seafaring decor, he preferred the feel of a manor house, complete with a Gainsborough and heavy brocade drapes. Due to the tropical weather, the small marble fireplace housed a thriving bromeliad rather than crackling logs. The chairs were buttery leather in tones of burgundy and hunter green. Antiques and priceless artifacts were displayed with taste that just edged toward opulence.
With a practical nod to the twentieth century, the office was fully outfitted with the finest electronic equipment.
Never one to shrug away work, VanDyke had crowded his desk with charts and logs and copies of the documents and manifests that guided him on his search for treasure. Hobby or business, knowledge was control.
VanDyke sat behind his desk, waited a few beats. Piper wouldn’t sit until he was told. That small and vital twist of power pleased. Prepared to be benign, VanDyke gestured to a chair.
“You’ve finished transferring the notebooks I gave you onto disk?”
“Yes, sir.” Piper’s thick-lensed glasses magnified the doglike devotion in his brown eyes. He had a brilliant mind that VanDyke respected. And an addiction to cocaine and gambling VanDyke detested and used.
“You found no mention of the amulet?”
“No, sir.” Piper folded his always-nervous hands, pulled them apart. “Whoever was in charge of the cataloguing did a first-class job, though. Everything, down to the last iron spike, is listed, dated. The photographs are excellent, and the notes and sketches detailing the work are clear and concise.”
They hadn’t found the amulet, he mused. He had known it, of course, in his heart, in his gut. But he preferred tangible details.
“That’s something. Keep whatever might be of use and destroy the rest.” Considering, VanDyke tugged at his earlobe. “I’ll want a full accounting of today’s haul by ten tomorrow morning. I realize that will keep you busy most of the night.” He unlocked a drawer, took out a small vial of white powder. Necessity overcame disgust as he saw the desperate gratitude on Piper’s face. “Use this sensibly, Piper, and privately.”
“Yes, Mr. VanDyke.” The vial disappeared into Piper’s baggy pocket. “You’ll have everything by morning.”
“I know I can count on you, Piper. That’s all for now.”
Alone, VanDyke leaned back. His eyes scanned the papers on his desk as he sighed. It was possible that the Lassiters had simply lucked onto a virgin wreck, and it had nothing to do with the amulet. Years of indulging in his hobby, and the search, had given him a true appreciation for luck.
If that was the case, he would simply take what they’d found and add to his own fortune.
But if the amulet was on the Santa Marguerite, it would soon be his. He would excavate every inch of her and the surrounding sea until he was sure.
  
James had found something, he mused, tapping his steepled fingers to his lips. Something he had refused to share. And oh, how that grated still. After all this time, the search around Australia and New Zealand had gone cold. There was a piece of documentation missing. VanDyke was sure of it.
James had known something, but had he had the time or the inclination to share that something with his fool of a brother, or the son he left behind?
Perhaps not. Perhaps he had died clutching the secret to himself. He detested not being sure, detested knowing he might have miscalculated. The fury of that, the slim chance that he had mistaken his man had VanDyke balling his pampered hands into fists.
His eyes darkened with temper, his handsome mouth thinned and trembled while he fought back the tantrum as a man might fight a wild beast snapping at his throat. He recognized the signs—the thundering heartbeat, the pounding of blood in his head, behind his eyes, the roaring in his ears.
The violent moods were coming on him more often, as they had when he’d been a boy and had been denied some wish.
But that had been before he’d learned to use his strength of will, before he’d groomed his power to manipulate and win. The vicious, furious waves of black rage rolled over him, taunted him to drum his heels, to scream, to break something. Anything. Oh, how he despised being thwarted, how he loathed losing the upper hand.
Still, he would not give in to weak and useless emotions, he ordered himself. He would, under all circumstances, stay in control, stay cool and clearheaded. Losing the grip on emotions made a man vulnerable, caused him to make foolish mistakes. It was vital to remember it.
And to remember how his mother had lost that battle, and had lived her last years drooling on her silk blouses in a locked room.
His body shivered once with the final effort to battle back rage. He took a long, steadying breath, straightened his tie, massaged his tensed hands.
  
It was possible, he thought with utter calm now, that he had been a bit impatient with James Lassiter. It wasn’t a mistake he would make with the others. Years of search had only strengthened him, added wisdom and knowledge. Made him more aware of the value of the prize, the power of its possession.
It waited for him just as he waited for it, he reminded himself, and saw that his hands were again perfectly steady. Neither he nor Angelique’s Curse would tolerate any interlopers. But, interlopers could be used before they were discarded.
Time would tell, VanDyke thought and closed his eyes. There was no sea, no ocean, no pond where the Lassiters could sail without him being aware.
One day, they would lead him to Angelique’s Curse and the one fortune that continued to allude him.






 CHAPTER 9
O
UT OF BREATH and pale with fury, Tate rushed into the hospital. She spotted her parents and Matthew in a huddle at the end of the corridor and barely prevented herself from calling out. She headed for them at a jog that had her mother turning and staring.
“Tate, for goodness sake, you look as though you’ve been swimming in your clothes.”
“I have. We have trouble. There was a boat. They’re excavating. There was nothing I could do to stop them.”
“Slow down,” Ray ordered and put both hands on her shoulders. “Where have you been?”
“I went out to the site. There’s a boat there, a hell of a boat, luxury yacht, fully loaded. First-class excavation equipment. They’re working the Marguerite. Saw the airlift cloud.” She paused half a second to catch her breath. “We have to get out there. They’ve been aboard the Adventure and the Sea Devil. My catalogues are gone, and a lot of the artifacts are missing. I know he took them. He’ll deny it, but I know.”
“Who?”
Tate shifted her gaze from her father and looked at Matthew. “VanDyke. It’s Silas VanDyke.”
  
Before she could speak again, Matthew gripped her arm, whirled her to face him. “How do you know?”
“His steward called him by name.” The fear she’d experienced onboard the Triumphant was nothing compared to seeing murder leap into the eyes of the man she loved. “He knew you. He knew what happened to Buck. He said—Matthew.” Alarm trembled in her voice as he strode down the hall. “Wait.” She managed to catch him, brace herself in front of him. “What are you going to do?”
“What I should have done a long time ago.” His eyes were cold and flat and frightening. “I’m going to kill him.”
“Get a hold of yourself.” Though Ray’s voice was calm, he had Matthew’s arm in a surprisingly strong grip. Tate recognized the tone and breathed a small sigh of relief. Little or nothing got past her father in this mood. Not even murderous rage. “We have to be careful, and we have to be sensible,” he continued. “There’s a lot at stake.”
“That bastard isn’t going to walk away this time.”
“We’ll go out. Marla, you and Tate wait here. Matthew and I will straighten this out.”
“I’m not waiting here.”
“Neither of us is waiting here.” Marla ranged herself with her daughter. “This is a team operation, Ray. If one goes, we all go.”
“I don’t have time for family debates.” Matthew shook himself free. “I’m going now. You can hang here and see if you can control your women.”
“You ignorant—”
“Tate.” Marla took a deep breath to control her own temper. “Let’s consider the circumstances.” She aimed a look at Matthew that could have melted steel. When she spoke again, the southern honey in her voice was frozen over ice. “You’re right about one thing, Matthew, we’re wasting time.” With this, she sailed to the elevator, jabbed the down button.
“Idiot,” was all Tate said.
 
When they were aboard the Adventure, Tate joined her mother at the rail. Ray and Matthew were at the bridge, piloting the boat and, she imagined, discussing strategy. The insult of it burned in her blood.
More frightened than she wanted to admit, Marla turned to her daughter. “What was your impression of this man? This VanDyke?”
“He’s slick.” It was the first word to come to Tate’s mind. “With a nasty layer under the shine. Smart, too. He knew there was nothing I could do, and he enjoyed that.”
“Did he frighten you?”
“He offered me champagne and a tour of the boat. Genial host to welcomed guest. He was reasonable, entirely too reasonable.” Tate flexed her hand on the rail. “Yes, he frightened me. I could see him as a Roman emperor, nibbling on sugared grapes while the lions tore the Christians to shreds. He’d enjoy the show.”
Marla suppressed a shudder. Her daughter was whole and safe and here, she reminded herself. But she kept a hand over Tate’s as reassurance. “Do you believe he killed Matthew’s father?”
“Matthew believes it. There.” She lifted a hand to point. “There’s the boat.”
On the bridge, Matthew studied the Triumphant. It was new, he noted, more luxurious than the rig they had used in Australia. As far as he could see, the decks were deserted.
“I’m going over, Ray.”
“Let’s take this one step at a time.”
“VanDyke’s already taken too many steps.”
“We’ll hail them first.” Ray maneuvered the boat between the Triumphant and the Sea Devil, cut the engines.
“Get the women in the cabins, keep them there.” Matthew picked up a diving knife.
“And what are you going to do?” Ray demanded. “Clamp that between your teeth and swing over on a rope? Use your head.” Hoping the scathing tone worked, he left the bridge. On deck, he glanced at his wife and daughter before going to the rail.
“Ahoy the Triumphant,” he called out.
“There was a woman,” Tate supplied. The hair on her arms and neck began to tingle as Matthew joined them. “Crew—seamen and stewards. Divers.”
Now, the Triumphant looked like a ghost ship, silent but for the flap of awnings and lap of the water on its hull.
“I’m going over,” Matthew said again. As he readied to dive into the water, VanDyke strolled out on deck.
“Good afternoon.” His beautiful voice carried over the water. “Gorgeous day for a sail, isn’t it?”
“Silas VanDyke.”
Like a pose, VanDyke leaned on the rail, ankles crossed, arms folded. “Yes, indeed. And what can I do for you?”
“I’m Raymond Beaumont.”
“Ah, of course.” In a gallant gesture, he tipped the brim of his panama. “I’ve met your charming daughter. Lovely to see you again, Tate. And you must be Mrs. Beaumont.” He bowed slightly in Marla’s direction. “I see where Tate gets her fresh and intriguing beauty. And it’s young Matthew Lassiter, isn’t it? How interesting to meet you here.”
“I knew you were a murderer, VanDyke,” Matthew called out. “But I didn’t know you’d sink to piracy.”
“You haven’t changed.” VanDyke’s teeth flashed. “I’m glad. It would be a shame to have all those rough edges polished away. I’d invite you all onboard, but we’re rather busy at the moment. Perhaps we can arrange a little dinner party for later in the week.”
Before Matthew could speak, Ray clamped a hand on his arm, fingers vising. “We have first claim on the Santa Marguerite. We discovered her, and we’ve been working her for several weeks. The necessary paperwork was filed with the government of Saint Kitts.”
“I’m afraid we disagree.” Gracefully, Silas took a slim silver case from his pocket, chose a cigarette. “You’re welcome to check with the authorities if you find it necessary. Of course, we are beyond the legal limit. And when I arrived, there was no one here. Just that unfortunate, and empty, boat.”
“My partner was seriously injured a few days ago. We had to postpone the excavation.”
“Ah.” VanDyke lighted his cigarette, took a contemplative drag. “I heard about poor Buck’s accident. How difficult for him, for you all. My sympathies. However, the fact remains that I’m here, and you’re not.”
“You took property from our boats,” Tate shouted out.
“That’s a ridiculous accusation, and one you’ll have a great deal of difficulty proving. Of course, you’re welcome to try.” He paused to study and admire a pair of pelicans in their dance from sky to sea and back again. “Treasure-hunting is a frustrating business, isn’t it?” he said conversationally. “And often heartbreaking. Do give my best regards to your uncle, Matthew. I hope this bad luck that runs in your family ends with you.”
“Fuck this.” Even as Matthew vaulted to the rail, Tate sprang to stop him. He’d barely shaken her off when Ray shoved him back.
“Top deck,” he murmured. “Forward and aft.”
Two men had stepped into view, each with rifles shouldered and aimed.
“I believe in guarding my possessions,” VanDyke explained. “A man in my position learns that security isn’t merely a luxury, but a vital business tool. Raymond, I’m sure you’re a sensible man, sensible enough to keep young Matthew from getting himself hurt over a few trinkets.” Well satisfied with the situation, he took another drag on his cigarette as the pelicans plopped gleefully into the water between them. “And I would be devastated if a stray bullet happened to strike you, or either of those precious jewels beside you.” His smile spread. “Matthew would be the first to tell you that accidents, tragic accidents, happen.”
Matthew’s fingers were bone white on the rail. Everything inside him screamed to take his chances, to dive in. “Get them inside.”
“If he shoots you, what happens to Buck?”
Matthew shook his head, riding on the rush of blood to his head. “I only need ten seconds. Ten goddamn seconds.” And a knife across VanDyke’s throat.
“What happens to Buck?” Ray insisted.
“You’re not going to ask me to walk away from this.”
“No, I’m telling you.” Fear and fury helped Ray muscle Matthew back from the rail. “This isn’t worth your life. And it sure as hell isn’t worth the lives of my wife and daughter. Take the wheel, Matthew. We’re heading back to Saint Kitts.”
Even the thought of retreat made him ill. If he’d been alone . . . But he wasn’t. Saying nothing, he turned on his heels and headed for the bridge.
“Very wise, Raymond,” VanDyke commented with a glint of admiration in his voice. “Very wise. The boy is a tad reckless, I’m afraid, not as mature and sensible as men like us. It was a pleasure to meet you all. Mrs. Beaumont, Tate.” He tipped the brim of his hat again. “Good sailing.”
“Oh, Ray.” As the boat circled around, Marla crossed to her husband on jellied knees. “They would have killed us.”
Feeling unmanned, helpless, Ray stroked her hair and watched the dashing figure of VanDyke grow smaller with distance. “We’ll go to the authorities,” he said quietly.
Tate left them, rushed to the bridge. There Matthew gripped the wheel, the course set.
“There was nothing we could do,” she began. Something about his stance warned her against touching him in any way. When he said nothing, she stepped closer, but kept her hands locked together. “He would have had them shoot you, Matthew. He wanted to. We’ll report him as soon as we dock.”
“And what the fuck do you think that will do?” There was something mixed with the bitterness in his voice. Something she didn’t recognize as shame. “Money talks.”
“We went through all the proper channels,” she insisted. “The records—”
He cut her off with one flaming look. “Don’t be stupid. There won’t be any records. There won’t be anything he doesn’t want there to be. He’ll take the wreck. He’ll strip her, take it all. And I let him. I stood there, just the way I did nine years ago, and I did nothing.”
“There was nothing you could do.” Ignoring her own instincts, she laid a hand on his back. “Matthew . . .”
“Leave me alone.”
  
“But, Matthew—”
“Leave me the hell alone.”
Hurt and helpless, she did what he asked.
 
That evening, she sat alone in her room. She imagined this was what was meant by being shell-shocked. The day had been a series of hard slaps, ending with her father’s shaken announcement that there was no record of their claim. None of the paperwork they had so meticulously filed existed, and the clerk Ray had worked with personally denied ever having seen him before.
There was no longer any doubt that Silas VanDyke had won. Again.
Everything they had done, all the work, the suffering Buck had endured was for nothing. For the first time in her life, she was faced with the fact that being right, and doing right, didn’t always matter.
She thought of all the beautiful things she had held in her hands. The emerald cross, the porcelain, the bits and pieces of history she had lifted out of its blanket of sand and brought into the light.
She would never touch them again, or study them, see them winking behind glass at a museum. There would be no discreet card heralding them as pieces of the Beaumont-Lassiter collection. She would not see her father’s name in National Geographic, or pore over photographs she’d taken herself on those glossy pages.
They’d lost.
And it shamed her to realize how much she had wanted those flashes of glory. She’d imagined herself going back to college, impressing her professors, sailing through to her degree on a wave of triumph.
Or simply sailing off with Matthew, riding on the current of their victory on the way to the next.
Now there was nothing but bitter failure.
Too restless to stay in her room, she headed out. She would walk on the beach, she decided. Try to clear her head and plan the future.
It was there she found him, standing with his face to the sea. He’d chosen the spot where they had once come onto the island. Where she had looked, seen him look, and had known she loved him.
Her heart squeezed with sorrow for him, then settled. For she was sure now what to do.
She walked to his side and stood, letting the breeze ruffle her hair. “I’m so sorry, Matthew.”
“It’s nothing new. Bad luck’s my usual kind.”
“This had to do with cheating and stealing. Not with luck.”
“It always has to do with luck. If I’d had better, I’d have gotten to VanDyke alone.”
“And done what? Rammed his boat, boarded it, fought off his armed crew single-handedly?”
It didn’t matter now how foolish she made it sound. “I’d have done something.”
“Gotten yourself shot,” she agreed. “A lot of good that would have done any of us. Buck needs you, Matthew. I need you.”
He hunched his shoulders. A poor defense, he thought. Being needed didn’t suit him. “I’ll see to Buck.”
“We’ll see to him. There are other wrecks, Matthew. Waiting. When he’s better, we’ll find them.” Needing to let hope surge, she took his hands. “He can even dive again if he wants to. I talked to Doctor Farrge. They’re doing amazing things with prostheses. We can take him to Chicago next week. The specialist there will have him up and around in no time.”
“Right.” As soon as he figured out how to pay for a trip to Chicago, a specialist, therapy.
“When he gets the go-ahead, we’ll go someplace warm where he can recuperate. That’ll give us time to research another wreck. The Isabella, if it’s still what he wants. What you want.”
“You can’t spend time researching wrecks in college.”
“I’m not going back to college.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“I’m not going back.” Delighted with her decision, she threw her arms around his neck. “I don’t know why I thought I needed to. I can learn everything I have to learn by doing. What difference does a degree make?”
“That’s stupid talk, Tate.” He reached up to pry her arms loose, but she pressed against him.
“No, it’s not. It’s absolutely logical. I’ll stay with you and Buck in Chicago until we decide where to go next. Then we’ll go.” She touched her lips to his. “Anywhere. As long as we’re together. Can’t you see it, Matthew, sailing wherever we want, whenever we want, on the Sea Devil.”
“Yeah.” The fact that he could, all too well, made his limbs weak.
“Mom and Dad will join us when we find another wreck. And we will find one, better than the Marguerite. VanDyke won’t beat us, Matthew, unless we let him.”
“He already has.”
“No.” With her eyes closed, she laid her cheek against his. “Because we’re here, we’re together. And we have everything ahead of us. He wants the amulet, but he doesn’t have it. And I know, I just know he never will. Whether we find it or not, Matthew, we have more than he ever can.”
“You’re dreaming.”
“What if I am?” She drew back and was smiling again. “Isn’t that what hunting for treasure’s all about? Now we can dream together. I don’t care if we never find another wreck. Let VanDyke take it all, every last doubloon. You’re what I want.”
She meant it. The certainty of that made him giddy with need, terrified with guilt. He had only to snap his fingers and she would go with him wherever he asked. She would leave everything she had, or could have, behind.
And before long she would hate him nearly as much as he hated himself.
“Seems to me you’re not giving a lot of thought to what I want.” His voice was cool as he tipped up her chin and gave her a careless kiss.
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“Listen, Red, things went to hell here. I put in a lot of work and had to watch it slip right through my fingers. That sucks, but it’s not even the worst of it. I’m already saddled with a cripple. What makes you think I want to take you on as well?”
The cut was so quick, so sharp, she barely felt it. “You don’t mean that. You’re still upset.”
“Upset doesn’t cover it. If you and your by-the-book family hadn’t gotten in the way, I wouldn’t be standing here empty-handed. Ray just had to go through channels. How the hell do you think VanDyke got on to us?”
Color leeched from her cheeks. “You can’t blame him.”
“Hell I can’t.” He tucked his hands into his pockets. “Me and Buck, we ran a different kind of operation. But you had the dough. Now we’ve got nothing. All I have left after months of work is a gimpy uncle.”
“That’s a horrible thing to say.”
“Plain fact,” he corrected and ignored the coating of disgust in his throat. “I’ll get him set up somewhere. I owe him that. But you and me, Red, that’s a different can of worms. Passing the time for a few weeks, a little entertainment on the side to break the monotony is one thing. And it’s been fun. But you hanging around my neck now that the deal’s in the toilet—that cramps my style.”
She felt as if someone had hollowed her out in one vicious scoop. He was looking at her with a faint grin on his mouth, cool amusement in his eyes. “You’re in love with me,” she insisted.
“You’re dreaming again. Hey, you want to weave a little romantic fantasy with me in the starring role, fine. But don’t expect to sail off into the sunset.”
It had to be worse, he decided. He had to be worse. Words alone wouldn’t shake her loose, wouldn’t save her from him. Even as his own actions revolted him, he cupped his hands over her hips, drew her intimately close.
“I didn’t mind playing the game, honey. Hell, I enjoyed every minute of it. As lousy as things turned out, why don’t we try to cheer each other up. End things with a real bang.”
  
He clamped his mouth over hers, hard. He wanted nothing soft or sweet in the kiss. It was greedy, demanding and just a little mean. Even as she started to struggle, he slipped a hand under her blouse, closed it over her breast.
“Don’t.” This was wrong, she thought frantically. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. It couldn’t be like this. “You’re hurting me.”
“Come on, baby.” Christ, her skin was like satin. He wanted to stroke it, savor it, seduce it. Instead he bruised it, knowing whatever marks he left there would fade much sooner than the ones he was leaving on himself. “You know we both want it.”
“No.” Sobbing, she shoved and clawed herself free. In defense, she hugged her arms tight. “Don’t touch me.”
“Just a tease after all.” He forced himself to meet her haunted eyes. “All talk, no action, Tate?”
She could barely see him for the tears spilling out of her eyes. “You don’t care about me at all.”
“Sure I do.” He heaved a sigh. “What’s it going to take to get you in the sack? You want poetry? I can dig some up. Too shy to do it on the beach? Fine. I’ve got a room your old man’s paying for.”
“None of us meant anything to you.”
“Hey. I pulled my weight.”
“I loved you. We all cared.”
Already past tense, he thought. It wasn’t so hard to kill love. “Big fucking deal. Partnership’s dissolved. You and your parents go back to your nice, tidy lives. I go on with mine. Now, do you want to go bounce on the mattress awhile, or do I go find somebody else?”
Part of her mind wondered that she could still stand, still speak, when he had torn out her heart. “I never want to see you again. I want you to stay away from me and my parents. I don’t want them to have to know what a bastard you are.”
“No problem. Run on home, kid. I got places to go.”
She told herself she wouldn’t, that she would walk, head high. But after a few steps, she did just that. She fled, with her tattered heart bleeding.
  
When she was gone, Matthew sat down in the sand, lay his aching head on his knees. He figured he’d just completed the first heroic act of his life, by saving hers.
And he decided as the ache pulsed through him, that he wasn’t cut out to be a hero.






 CHAPTER 10
“I
CAN’T IMAGINE where Matthew could be.“ Marla spoke in undertones, fretting as she paced the hospital corridor. ”It’s not like him to miss his visit to Buck. And especially today, when they’re transferring Buck to a regular room."
Tate shrugged. Even that hurt, she discovered. She’d spent a sleepless night mourning a broken heart, giving it every tear inside her. Still, in the end, she had salvaged her pride and now braced against it.
“He probably found a more interesting way to spend his day.”
“Well, it’s not like him.” Marla glanced over when Ray stepped out of Buck’s room.
“He’s settling in.” The bolstering smile did little to erase the concern in Ray’s eyes. “He’s a little tired, doesn’t really feel up to visitors. Matthew come in yet?”
“No.” Marla looked down the hall as if she could will the elevator doors to open up, and Matthew to stroll out. “Ray, did you tell him about Silas VanDyke, the treasure?”
“I didn’t have the heart.” Wearily Ray sat down. The last ten minutes with Buck had sapped him. “I think it’s just beginning to sink in about his leg. He’s angry and bitter. Nothing I said seemed to help. How could I tell him everything we’d worked for is gone?”
“It can wait.” Knowing there was little else they could do, Marla sat down beside him. “Don’t start blaming yourself, Ray.”
“I keep going over that moment in my mind,” he murmured. “One instant we were flying. We were kings. Midases turning everything we touched into gold. Then there was horror and fear. Could I have done something, Marla, moved faster? I don’t know. It all happened in a heartbeat. Angelique’s Curse.” Ray lifted his hands, let them fall. “That’s what Buck keeps saying.”
“It was an accident,” Marla insisted, though a shiver raced through her. “It has nothing to do with curses or legends. You know that, Ray.”
“I know Buck’s lost his leg, and the dream that was just at our fingertips turned into a nightmare. There’s nothing we can do about it. That’s the worst of it. There’s nothing we can do.”
“You need rest.” Briskly, Marla rose, took his hands. “We all do. We’re going back to the hotel and putting all of this aside for a few hours. In the morning, we’ll do whatever needs to be done.”
“Maybe you’re right.”
“You two go ahead.” Tate tucked her hands in her pockets. The idea of sitting in her room for the rest of the afternoon was far from appealing. “I think I’ll go for a walk, maybe sit on the beach awhile.”
“That’s a good idea.” Marla slipped an arm around Tate’s shoulders as they walked to the elevators. “Get yourself some sun. We’ll all feel better for a little break.”
“Sure.” Tate managed a smile as they stepped into the elevator. But she knew nothing was going to make her feel better for a long, long time.
As the Beaumonts went their separate ways, Matthew sat down in Dr. Farrge’s office. Already that day he’d put into play several of the decisions he’d made during the night. Decisions, he felt, that were necessary for everyone.
“I need you to contact that doctor you told me about, the one in Chicago,” Matthew began. “I have to know if he’ll take care of Buck.”
“I can do that for you, Mr. Lassiter.”
“I’d appreciate it. And I need an accounting of what I owe here plus what it’s going to cost to transfer him.”
“Your uncle is without medical insurance?”
“That’s right.” Matthew braced his shoulders against the fresh weight. It was always humiliating to owe more than you could pay. He doubted a professional treasure hunter was a prime candidate for a loan. “I’ll give you what I’ve got. I’ll have more tomorrow.” From the sale of the Sea Devil and most of the equipment. “I’ll need some sort of payment schedule for the rest. I’ve made some calls myself. I’ve got a line on a couple of jobs. I’m good for it.”
Farrge sat back, rubbed a finger along the side of his nose. “I’m sure we can make arrangements. In your country there are programs—”
“Buck’s not going on welfare,” Matthew interrupted, a bite of fury in his voice. “Not as long as I can work. Just figure up the bottom line. I’ll deal with it.”
“As you wish. Mr. Lassiter, it’s fortunate that your uncle is a strong man. I have no doubt that he will recover physically. He could, in fact, dive again. If he chooses. But his emotional and mental recovery will be slower even than the physical. He’ll need your support. You will need help to—”
“I’ll deal with it,” Matthew repeated and rose. At the moment, he didn’t think he could stand hearing about psychiatrists and social workers. “The way I figure it, you saved his life. I owe you for that. Now I’ve got to take it from here.”
“It’s a great deal to shoulder alone, Mr. Lassiter.”
“That’s the breaks, isn’t it?” Matthew said with cool dispassion. “For better or worse, mostly worse, I’m all he’s got.”
 
That was his personal bottom line, Matthew thought as he headed down to Buck’s floor. He was the only family Buck had left. And Lassiters, whatever their failings, paid their debts.
Oh, maybe they skipped out on a bar bill now and again when times were lean. And he’d been known to fleece a tourist or two by inflating the price and history of a clay pipe or broken jug. If some idiot paid through the nose for some chipped wine jar just because a stranger claimed it was from Jean Lafitte’s personal stash, they deserved what they got.
But there were matters of honor that couldn’t be shaken. Whatever it took, Buck was his responsibility.
The treasure was gone, he thought, giving himself a moment in the corridor before going in to Buck. The Sea Devil was history. All he had left were clothes, his wet suit, flippers, mask, and his tanks.
He’d hustled the sales. Hustling was something that came easily, he thought with a thin smile. The money in his pocket would get them to Chicago.
After that . . . Well, after that, they’d see.
He pushed open Buck’s door, relieved to find his uncle alone.
“Wondered if you’d show.” Buck scowled and fought back the bitter tears that stung his eyes. “Least you could do is be around when they go poking and prodding and wheeling me all over hell and back in this place.”
“Nice room.” Matthew glanced toward the curtain that separated Buck from the patient in the next bed.
“It’s crap. I’m not staying here.”
“Not for long. We’re taking a trip to Chicago.”
“What the hell is there in Chicago for me?”
“A doctor who’s going to fix you up with a new leg.”
“New leg my ass.” The leg was gone, and only the nagging pain was left to remind him he’d once stood like a man. “Piece of plastic with hinges.”
“We could always strap a peg on you instead.” Matthew pulled a folding chair to the bedside and sat. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d really slept. If he could get through the next couple of hours, he promised himself he’d zero out for another eight. “I thought the Beaumonts might be around.”
  
“Ray was in.” Buck frowned, tugged on his sheet. “Sent him away. Don’t need his damn long face in here. Where’s that damn nurse?” Buck fumbled for his call button. “Always around when you don’t want ’em. Sticking needles in you. I want my pills,” he barked the minute the nurse stepped in. “I’m in pain here.”
“After your meal, Mr. Lassiter,” she said patiently. “Your dinner will be here in a few moments.”
“I don’t want any of that goddamn slop.”
The more she tried to placate him, the louder he shouted, until she stalked off with blood in her eye.
“Nice way to make friends, Buck,” Matthew commented. “You know, if I were you, I’d be a little more careful with a woman who could come back at me with a six-inch needle.”
“You’re not me, are you? You got two legs.”
“Yeah.” Guilt ate a ragged hole in his gut. “I got two legs.”
“Lot of good the treasure’s gonna do me now,” Buck muttered. “Finally got all the money a man could ever want, and it can’t make me whole again. What am I gonna do? Buy some big fucking boat and spin around it in a wheelchair? Angelique’s Curse is what it is. Goddamn witch gives with one hand and takes the best away with the other.”
“We didn’t find the amulet.”
“It’s down there. It’s down there all right.” Buck’s eyes began to glimmer with bitterness and hate. “It didn’t even have the goodness to kill me. Better if it had. Nothing but a cripple. A rich cripple.”
“You can be a cripple if you want,” Matthew said wearily. “That part’s up to you. But you’re not going to be rich. VanDyke’s taken care of that.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” The color fury had pumped into Buck’s cheeks drained away like water. “What about VanDyke?”
Do it now, Matthew ordered himself. All at once. “He jumped our claim. And he’s taken it all.”
“It’s our wreck. Me and Ray, we even registered it.”
“Funny thing about that. The only paperwork anybody can find is VanDyke’s. All he had to do was bribe a couple of clerks.”
To lose it all now was unthinkable. Without his share of the treasure he’d not only be a cripple, he’d be a helpless one. “You gotta stop him.”
“How?” Matthew shot up, pressed his hands against Buck’s shoulders to keep him in bed. “He’s got a full crew, armed. They’re working around the clock. I’ll guarantee he’s already transported what he’s brought up, and what he took off the Sea Devil and the Adventure.”
“You’re just gonna let him get away with it?” Fueled by desperation, Buck gripped Matthew by the shirtfront. “You’re just gonna turn around and walk away from what’s ours? It cost me my leg.”
“I know what it cost you. And yeah, I’m walking away. I’m not going to die for a wreck.”
“Never thought you’d turn coward.” Buck released him, turned his head away. “If I wasn’t laid up here . . .”
If you weren’t laid up here, Matthew thought, I wouldn’t have to walk away. “It looks like you’d better work at getting up and out of here so you can handle it your way. Meantime, I’m in charge and we’re going to Chicago.”
“How the hell are we going to get there? We’ve got nothing.” Unconsciously, he reached down to where his leg should have been. “Less than nothing.”
“The Sea Devil, the equipment and some odds and ends brought in a few thousand.”
Glassily pale, Buck turned back. “You sold the boat? What right did you have to sell the boat? The Sea Devil belonged to me, boy.”
“It was half mine,” Matthew said with a shrug. “When I sold my share, yours went with it. I’m doing what I have to do.”
“Running away,” Buck said and turned his head again. “Selling out.”
“That’s right. Now I’m going to go book us a flight to Chicago.”
“I ain’t going to Chicago.”
  
“You’re going to go where I tell you. That’s the way it is.”
“Well, I’m telling you to go to hell.”
“As long as we go by way of Chicago,” Matthew said and walked out.
 
The bottom line, Matthew learned, was a great deal steeper than he had imagined. Swallowing his pride left his throat raw. He soothed it with a cold beer while he waited for Ray in the hotel lounge.
His life, he decided, was about as bad as it could get. Funny, a few months before, he’d had basically nothing. A boat that had seen better days, a little cash in a tin box, no urgent plans, no urgent problems. Looking back, he supposed he’d been happy enough.
Then, suddenly, he’d had so much. A woman who loved him, the prospect of fame and fortune. Success, the kind he’d never really believed in, had been briefly his. Revenge, which he’d dreamed of for nine years, had been almost within his grasp.
Now he’d lost it all, the woman, the prospects, even the bits of nothing he’d once considered more than enough. It was so much harder to lose once you’d won.
“Matthew.”
He looked up at the clap on his shoulder. Ray slid onto the stool beside him. “Thanks for coming down.”
“Glad to. I’ll have a beer,” he told the bartender. “Another for you, Matthew?”
“Yeah, why not?” It was only the beginning of what Matthew planned for one long night of stinking drunkenness.
“We’ve been missing each other the last few days,” Ray began, then tapped his bottle against Matthew’s fresh one. “Kept figuring we’d run into you at the hospital. Though we haven’t been there as much as we’d like. Buck’s not feeling up for company much.”
“No.” Matthew tipped the bottle back, let the chilled beer run down his throat. “He won’t even talk to me.”
“I’m sorry, Matthew. He’s wrong taking it out on you this way. There was nothing you could have done.”
  
“I don’t know which he’s taking harder. The leg or the Marguerite.” Matthew moved a shoulder. “I guess it doesn’t matter.”
“He’ll dive again,” Ray stated and stroked a fingertip down the condensation on the bottle. “Doctor Farrge told me his physical recovery is ahead of schedule.”
“That’s one of the things I needed to talk to you about.” There was no way to put it off any longer, Matthew reminded himself. He would have preferred getting roaring drunk first, but that little pleasure would have to wait. “I’ve got the go-ahead to take him to Chicago. Tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?” Torn between pleasure and alarm, Ray set his beer down with a clack. “That’s so quick. I had no idea arrangements were already made.”
“Farrge says there’s no reason to delay it. He’s strong enough to make the trip, and the sooner he gets hooked up with this specialist, the better.”
“That’s great, Matthew. Really. You’ll keep in touch, won’t you? Let us know about his progress. Marla and I will take a trip up ourselves as soon as you think he’s up to it.”
“You’re . . . you’re the best friend he ever had,” Matthew said carefully. “It would mean a lot if you come to see him when you can manage it. I know he’s hard to deal with right now, but—”
“Don’t worry about that.” Ray spoke quietly. “A man lucky enough to make that kind of a friend, he doesn’t toss it away because times are rough. We’ll come, Matthew. Tate’s decided to start college in September after all. But I’m sure she’d like to go up with us on her first break.”
“She’s going back to college in September,” Matthew murmured.
“Yes, Marla and I are pleased she’s decided not to defer after all. She’s so down about this whole business right now that I can’t think of anything better for her than getting back into routine. I know she’s not sleeping well. Tate’s so young to have to face all we’ve had to face these last few days. Concentrating on her studies is the best thing for her.”
“Yeah. You’re right.”
“I don’t want to pry, Matthew. But I get the feeling you and Tate have had some sort of disagreement.”
“No big deal.” Matthew signaled for another beer. “She’ll land on her feet.”
“I don’t doubt it. Tate’s a strong-willed and sensible girl.” Ray frowned down at the circles of damp his bottle left on the bar. Rings within rings, he thought. “Matthew, I’m not blind. I realize the two of you were becoming involved.”
“We had a few laughs,” Matthew interrupted. “Nothing serious.” He looked at Ray, and answered the unspoken question. “Nothing serious,” he repeated.
Relieved, Ray nodded. “I’d hoped I could trust both of you to be responsible. I know she’s not a child anymore, but a father still worries.”
“And you wouldn’t want her to hook up with someone like me.”
Ray glanced over, met the cool derision in Matthew’s eyes with some surprise. “No, Matthew. I’d be sorry, at this point in her life, to see her hooked up seriously with anyone. With the right motivation, Tate would throw everything she’d hoped to accomplish to the winds. I’m grateful she’s not doing that.”
“Fine. Terrific.”
Ray let out a long breath. Something he hadn’t even considered had just jumped out and slapped him in the face. “If she knew you were in love with her, she wouldn’t be going back to North Carolina.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I told you we had a few laughs.” But the compassion in Ray’s eyes had him turning away, dropping his face in his hands. “Shit. What was I supposed to do? Tell her to pack it up and come with me?”
“You could have,” Ray said quietly.
“I’ve got nothing for her but bad times and worse luck. Once I get Buck to Chicago, I’m taking a job on a salvage boat off Nova Scotia. Lousy conditions, but decent pay.”
  
“Matthew—”
But he shook his head. “The thing is, Ray, it’s not going to be enough, money-wise. Especially at first. I can pretty well square things here. Back in the States with the fancy doctor and the fancy treatment, it’s going to be another story. Farrge worked it so they’d cut us a break. Buck’s kind of an experiment,” he added with a sneer. “And they’re talking about social security and Medicaid or Medicare or some such shit. Even with that . . .” He swallowed more beer along with his pride. “I need money, Ray. There’s nobody else I can ask for it, and I gotta say it doesn’t go down real good to have to ask you.”
“Buck’s my partner, Matthew. And my friend.”
“Was your partner,” Matthew corrected. “Anyway, I need ten thousand.”
“All right.”
The mild tone slashed like a blade across the throat of his pride. “Don’t agree so fast. Goddamn it.”
“Would it really help if I made you beg for it? If I outlined terms and conditions?”
“I don’t know.” Matthew gripped the bottle, fighting furiously the need to hurl it, hear it shatter. Like that pride. “It’s going to take me some time to pay it back. I’m going to pay it back,” he said between his teeth before Ray could speak. “I need enough to set Buck up for the operation, for the therapy and the prosthesis. And he’s going to need a place to live after. But I’ve got work, and when that job peters out, I’ll get another one.”
“I know you’re good for the money, Matthew, just as you know I don’t care about being paid back.”
“I care.”
“Yes, I understand that. I’ll write you a check on the condition that you keep me apprised of Buck’s progress.”
“I’ll take the check. On the condition that you keep this between the two of us. Just the two of us, Ray. All of it.”
“In other words you don’t want Buck to know. And you don’t want Tate to know.”
“That’s right.”
“You’re hoeing a hard row for yourself, Matthew.”
  
“Maybe, but that’s the way I want it.”
“All right, then.” If it was all he could do, he would do it as he was asked. “I’ll leave the check at the front desk for you.”
“Thanks, Ray.” Matthew offered a hand. “For everything. Mostly it was a hell of a summer.”
“Mostly it was. There’ll be other summers, Matthew. Other wrecks. The time might come when we’ll dive for one together again. The Isabella’s still down there.”
“With Angelique’s Curse.” Matthew shook his head. “No thanks. She costs too much, Ray. The way I’m feeling right now, I’d just as soon leave her for the fish.”
“Time will tell. Take care of yourself, Matthew.”
“Yeah. Tell . . . tell Marla I’ll miss her cooking.”
“She’ll miss you. We all will. And Tate? Anything you want me to tell her?”
There was too much to tell her. And nothing to tell her. Matthew only shook his head.
Alone at the bar, Matthew shoved his beer aside. “Whiskey,” he told the bartender. “And bring the bottle.”
It was his last night on the island. He couldn’t think of one good reason to spend it sober.






PART TWO

PRESENT 
The now, the here, through which all future plunges to the past.

—James Joyce


    




 CHAPTER 11
T
HERE WERE TWENTY-SEVEN crew members aboard the Nomad. Tate was delighted to be one of them. It had taken her five years of intense year-round work and study to earn her master’s degree in the field of marine archeology. Friends and family had often worried, told her to slow down. But that degree had been the one goal she felt she could control.
She had it. And in the three years since, had put it to use. Now through her association with the Poseidon Institute and her assignment with SeaSearch aboard the Nomad, she was taking the next step to earning her doctorate, and her reputation.
Best of all, she was doing what she loved.
This expedition was for science as well as profit. To Tate’s mind that was the proper and only logical rank of priority.
The crew quarters were a bit on the spare side, but the labs and equipment were state of the art. The old cargo vessel had been meticulously refitted for deep-sea exploration and excavation. Perhaps it was slow and unhandsome as ships went, she mused, but she’d learned long ago that an attractive outer layer meant nothing compared to what was within.
  
One summer of naive dreams had taught her that, and more.
The Nomad had a great deal within. She was manned by the top scientists and technicians in the field of ocean research.
And she was one of them.
The day was as fine as anyone could ask for. The waters of the Pacific gleamed like a blue jewel. And beneath it, fathoms deep where the light never reached and man could never venture, lay the side-wheeler Justine, and her treasure trove.
In her deck chair, Tate settled her laptop on her knees to complete a letter to her parents.
We’ll find her. The equipment on this ship is as sophisticated as any I’ve seen. Dart and Bowers can’t wait to put their robot to use. We’ve dubbed it “Chauncy.” I’m not sure why. But we’re putting a lot of faith in the little guy. Until we find the Justine and begin to excavate, my duties are light. Everybody pitches in, but there’s a lot of free time just now. And the food, Mom, is incredible. We’re expecting an airdrop today. I’ve managed to charm a few recipes from the cook though you’ll have to cut them down from the bulk necessary to feed almost thirty people.
After nearly a month at sea, there have been squabbles. Family-like, we snipe and fight and make up. There are even a couple of romances. I think I told you about Lorraine Ross, the chemist who shares a cabin with me. The assistant cook, George, has a major crush on her. It’s kind of sweet. Other flirtations are more to pass the time, I think, and will fade away once the real work begins.
So far the weather’s been with us. I wonder how it is back home. I imagine the azaleas will bloom within a few weeks, and the magnolias. I miss seeing them, and I miss seeing you. I know you’ll be leaving for your trip to Jamaica soon, so I hope this letter reaches you before you ship out. Maybe we can mesh   schedules in the fall. If things go well, my dissertation will be complete. It would be fun to do a little diving back home.
Meanwhile I should get back. Hayden’s bound to be poring over the charts again, and I’m sure he could use a little help. We don’t have a mail drop until the end of the week, so this won’t go out until then. Write back, okay? Letters are like gold out here. I love you.
Tate
She hadn’t mentioned the tedium, Tate thought as she took the laptop back to the cabin she shared with Lorraine. Or the personal loneliness that could strike without warning when you were surrounded by mile after mile of water. She knew a great many of the crew were beginning to lose hope. The time, the money, the energy that was tied up in this expedition were extensive. If they failed, they would lose their backers, their share of the trove, and perhaps most important, their chance to make history.
Once inside the narrow cabin, Tate automatically scooped up the shirts and shorts and socks scattered over the floor. Lorraine might have been a brilliant scientist, but outside of the lab she was as disorganized as a teenager. Tate piled the clothes on Lorraine’s unmade bunk, her nose twitching at the musky perfume that haunted the air.
Lorraine, Tate concluded, was determined to drive poor George insane.
It still amazed and amused her that she and Lorraine had managed to become friends. Certainly no two women were more different. Where Tate was neat and precise, Lorraine was careless and messy. Tate was driven, Lorraine was unapologetically lazy. Over the years since college, Tate had experienced one serious relationship that had ended amicably while Lorraine had gone through two nasty divorces and innumerable volatile affairs.
Her roommate was a tiny, fairylike woman with a curvy body and a halo of golden hair. She wouldn’t so much as turn on a Bunsen burner unless she was wearing full makeup and the proper accessories.
  
Tate was long, lean and had only recently let her straight red hair grow to her shoulders. She rarely bothered with cosmetics and was forced to agree with Lorraine’s statement that she was fashion-impaired.
She didn’t think to glance in the full-length mirror Lorraine had hung on the door of the head before she left the cabin.
Turning left, she proceeded to the metal stairs that would take her to the next deck. The clattering and wheezing above made her smile.
“Hey, Dart.”
“Hey.” Dart came to a red-faced halt at the base of the stairs. Unlike his name, he was anything but slim and sharp. Pudgy, with all his edges softly rounded, he resembled an overweight St. Bernard. His thin, sandy-brown hair flopped into his guileless brown eyes. When he smiled, he added another chin to the two he habitually carried. “How’s it going?”
“Slow. I was going up to see if Hayden wanted some help.”
“I think he’s up there, buried in his books.” Dart flipped his hair back again. “Bowers just relieved me at Ground Zero, but I’m going back in a couple minutes.”
Tate’s interest peaked. “Something interesting on screen?”
“Not the Justine. But Litz is up there having multi-orgasms.” Dart referred to the marine biologist with a shrug. “Lots of interesting critters when you get down below a couple thousand feet. Bunch of crabs really got him off.”
“That’s his job,” Tate pointed out, though she sympathized. No one was fond of the cold, demanding Frank Litz.
“Doesn’t make him less of a creep. See you.”
“Yeah.” Tate made her way forward to Dr. Hayden Deel’s workroom. Two computers were humming. A long table bolted to the floor was covered with open books, notes, copies of logs and manifests, charts held down with more books.
  
Hunkered over them and peering through black horn-rims, Hayden ran fresh calculations. Tate knew he was a brilliant scientist. She had read his papers, applauded his lectures, studied his documentaries. It was a bonus, she thought, that he was simply a nice man.
She knew he was roughly forty. His dark-brown hair was sprinkled with gray and tended to curl. Behind the lenses, his eyes were the color of honey, and usually distracted. There were character-building lines that fanned from his eyes and scored his brow. He was tall, broad-shouldered and just a little clumsy. As usual, his shirt was wrinkled.
Tate thought he looked a bit like Clark Kent approaching middle age.
“Hayden?”
He grunted. As that was more than she’d expected, Tate took a seat directly across from him, folded her arms on the table and waited until he’d finished muttering to himself.
“Hayden?” she said again.
“Huh? What?” Blinking like an owl, he looked up. His face became quietly charming when he smiled. “Hi. Didn’t hear you come in. I’m recalculating the drift. I think we’re off, Tate.”
“Oh, by much?”
“It doesn’t take much out here. I decided to start from the beginning.” As if preparing for one of his well-attended lectures, he tapped papers together, folded his hands over them.
“The side-wheeler Justine left San Francisco on the morning of June eighth, 1857, en route to Ecuador. She held one hundred and ninety-eight passengers, sixty-one crew. In addition to the passengers’ personal belongings, she carried twenty million dollars in gold. Bars and coins.”
“It was a rich time in California,” Tate murmured. She’d read the manifests. Even for a woman who had spent most of her life studying and diving for treasure, it had boggled her.
  
“She took this route,” Hayden continued, tapping keys on the computer so that the graphics mirrored the doomed ship’s journey south through the Pacific. “She went into port at Guadalajara, discharging some passengers, taking on others. She pulled out on June nineteenth, with two hundred and two passengers.”
He pushed through copies of old newspaper clippings. “ ‘She was a bright ship,’ ” he quoted, “ ‘and the mood was celebrational. The weather was calm and hot, the sky clear as glass.’ ”
“Too calm,” Tate said, well able to imagine the mood, the hope. Elegantly dressed men and women parading the decks. Children laughing, perhaps watching the sea for a glimpse of a leaping dolphin or sounding whale.
“One of the survivors noted the brilliant, almost impossibly beautiful sunset on the night of June twenty-first,” Hayden continued. “The air was still and very heavy. Hot. Most put it down to their nearness to the equator.”
“But the captain would have known then.”
“Would have, or should have.” Hayden moved his shoulders. “Neither he nor the log survived. But by midnight on the evening of that beautiful sunset, the winds came—and the waves. Their route and speed put them here.” He took the computer-generated Justine south and west. “We have to assume he would have headed for land, Costa Rica by most accounts, hoping he could ride it out. But with fifty-foot swells battering his ship, there wasn’t much of a chance.”
“All that night and all the next day, they fought the storm,” Tate added. “Terrified passengers, crying children. You’d hardly be able to tell day from night, or hear your own prayers. If you were brave, or frightened enough to look, all you would see would be wall after wall of water.”
“By the night of the twenty-second, the Justine was breaking apart,” Hayden continued. “There was no hope of saving her, or of reaching land in her. They put the women, the children, and the injured in the lifeboats.”
“Husbands kissing their wives goodbye,” Tate said softly. “Fathers holding their children for the last time. And all of them knowing it would take a miracle for any of them to survive.”
“Only fifteen did.” Hayden scratched his cheek. “One lifeboat outwitted the hurricane. If they hadn’t, we wouldn’t even have these small clues as to where to find her.” He glanced up, noticed with alarm that Tate’s eyes were wet. “It was a long time ago, Tate.”
“I know.” Embarrassed, she blinked back the tears. “It’s just so easy to see it, to imagine what they went through, what they felt.”
“For you it is.” He reached over and gave her hand an awkward pat. “That’s what makes you such a fine scientist. We all know how to calculate facts and theories. Too many of us lack imagination.”
He wished he had a handkerchief to offer her. Or better yet, the nerve to brush away the single tear that had escaped to trail down her cheek. Instead, Hayden cleared his throat and went back to his calculations.
“I’m going to suggest we move ten degrees south, southwest.”
“Oh, why?”
Delighted she’d asked, he began to show her.
Tate rose, moved behind him to view his screens and his hastily scribbled notes over his shoulder. Occasionally, she laid her hand on it or leaned closer to get a better look or ask a question.
Each time she did, Hayden’s heart would stutter. He called himself a fool, even a middle-aged fool, but it didn’t stop the hitch.
He could smell her—soap and skin. Each time she laughed in that low, carelessly sexy way, his mind would cloud. He loved everything about her, her mind, her heart, and when he let himself fantasize, her wonderfully willowy body. Her voice was like honey poured over brown sugar.
“Did you hear that?”
How could he hear anything but her voice when he was all but swimming in it. “What?”
“That.” She pointed overhead, toward the sound of engines. Planes, she realized, and grinned. “It must be the food drop. Come on, Hayden. Let’s go up top, get some sun and watch them.”
“Well, I haven’t quite finished my—”
“Come on.” Laughing, she grabbed his hand and pulled him to his feet. “You’re like a mole in here. Just a few minutes on deck.”
He went with her, of course, feeling very much like a mole chasing a butterfly. She had the loveliest legs. He knew he shouldn’t stare at them, but they were the most incredible shade of alabaster. And there was that enchanting little freckle just above the back of her right knee.
He’d like to press his mouth just there. The thought of doing it, of perhaps being invited to do it, made his head swim.
He cursed himself for being an idiot, reminding himself he was thirteen years her senior. He had a responsibility to her and to the expedition.
She was onboard the Nomad due to his agreement with the recommendation that had come straight from Trident through its Poseidon arm. He’d been delighted to agree. After all, she’d been his best and brightest student.
Wasn’t it wonderful the way the sun gilded the flame of her hair?
“Here comes another one!” Tate shouted and cheered along with the other crew who had gathered as the next package splashed off the stern.
“We’ll eat like kings tonight.” Lorraine, her lush little body stuffed into a snug halter and shorts, leaned over the rail. Below, crew were manning a dingy. “Don’t leave anything behind, boys. I put in a request for some Fume Blanc, Tate.” She winked, then turned to flutter her gilded lashes at Hayden. “Doc, where have you two been hiding out?”
“Hayden’s running new figures.” Tate leaned over the rail to shout encouragement as the dingy putted out to retrieve the supplies. “I hope they remembered the chocolate.”
“You only eat sweets because you’re repressed.”
“You’re just jealous because M&M’s go straight to your thighs.”
  
Lorraine pursed her lips. “My thighs are terrific.” She ran a fingertip along one, slanted Hayden a sly look. “Aren’t they, doc?”
“Leave Hayden alone,” Tate began, then squealed when she was grabbed from behind.
“Break time.” Bowers, tough and sinewy, scooped her up. While others applauded, he dashed to one of the ropes they’d rigged. “We’re going swimming, babycakes.”
“I’ll kill you, Bowers.” She knew their robotics and computer expert loved nothing better than to play. Still laughing, she struggled weakly. “This time I mean it.”
“She’s nuts about me.” With one muscled arm, he snagged the rope. “Better hold on, honey child.”
She looked down as his eyes rolled in his glossy ebony face. He bared his teeth, made her giggle helplessly. “How come you always pick on me?”
“ ’Cause we look so fine together. Grab hold. Me Tarzan, you Jane.”
Tate gripped the rope, sucked in her breath. With Bowers’s wild Tarzan yell ringing in her ears, she pushed off with him into space. She screamed, because it felt good. The wide, wide sea tilted beneath her, and as the rope arched, she let go. The air whisked over her, the water rushed up. She heard Bowers cackling like a loon an instant before she hit.
It was bracingly cool. She let it bathe her before kicking her way to the surface.
“Only an 8.4 from the Japanese judge, Beaumont, but they’re picky devils.” Bowers winked at her, then shaded his eyes. “Oh Christ almighty, here comes Dart. Everybody out of the pool.”
From the rail, Hayden watched Tate and his associates play like children freshly released to recess. It made him feel old, and more than a little stodgy.
“Come on, doc.” Lorraine gave him her quick, flirtatious smile. “Why don’t we take a dip?”
“I’m a lousy swimmer.”
“So, wear a flotation, or better yet, use Dart as a raft.”
That made him smile. At the moment, Dart was bobbing around in the Pacific like a bloated cork. “I think I’ll just watch.”
Keeping her smile in place, Lorraine shrugged her bare shoulders. “Suit yourself.”
 
More than three thousand miles away from where Tate frolicked in the crystal Pacific, Matthew shivered in the frigid waters of the North Atlantic.
The fact that he headed the salvage team was a small point of pride. He’d worked his way up in Fricke Salvage over the years, taking on all and any assignments that paid. Now he was in charge of the underwater dig and hauled in ten percent of the net profits.
And he hated every minute of it.
There wasn’t a nastier cut to the pride of a hunter than crewing a big, ugly boat on straight metal salvage. There was no gold, no treasure to be discovered on the Reliant. The World War II vessel was crusted with the icy mud of the North Atlantic, its value solely in its metal.
Often when his fingers felt like icicles and the exposed skin around his mouth was blue with cold, Matthew dreamed about the days when he’d dived for pleasure as well as profit.
In warm, mirrorlike water in the company of jeweled fish. He remembered what it had felt like to see that flash of gold, or a blackened disk of silver.
But treasure-hunting was a gamble, and he was a man with debts to pay. Doctors, lawyers, rehab centers. Jesus, the more he worked, the more he owed. Ten years before if anyone had suggested his life would turn out to be a cycle of work and bills to be paid, he would have laughed in their faces.
Instead, he’d discovered that life was laughing in his.
Through the murk, he signaled to his team. It was time to start the slow rise to the surface. The damned ugly Reliant lay on its side, already half hacked away by the crew. Matthew poured salt on his own wounds by studying it as he stopped at the first rest point.
To think he’d once dreamed of galleons and man-of-wars. Privateers bursting at the seams with bullion. Worse, he’d had one only to lose it. And everything else.
Now he was little better than a junkyard dog, harvesting and guarding scraps. Here, the sea was a cave, dark, hostile, almost colorless, cold as fish blood. A man never felt quite human here—not free and weightless as a diver felt in the live waters, but distant and alien where there was little to see that wasn’t eating or being eaten.
A careless movement sent an icy spurt of water down the neck of his suit, reminding him that like it or not, human he was.
He kicked to the next point, knowing better than to hurry. However cold the water, however tedious the dive, biology and physics were kings here. Once, five years before, he’d watched a careless diver collapse on deck and die painfully from the bends because he’d hurried the rest stops. It wasn’t an experience Matthew intended to have.
Once he’d boarded, Matthew reached for the hot coffee a galley mate offered. When his teeth stopped chattering, he gave his orders to the next team. And he damn well intended to tell Fricke that the men were getting a bonus on this trip.
It pleased him that Fricke, the miserly bastard, was just enough afraid of him to dip a little deeper into his tight pockets.
“Mail came in.” The mate, a scrawny French Canadian who went only by LaRue, shouldered Matthew’s tanks. “Put yours in your cabin.” He grinned, showing a gleaming gold front tooth. “One letter, many bills. Me. I get six letters from six sweethearts. I feel so bad, maybe I give one to you. Marcella, she not so pretty, but she fuck you blind, deaf and dumb, eh?”
Matthew peeled off the hood of his wet suit. The chill Atlantic air breathed frigidly on his ears. “I’ll pick my own women.”
“Then why don’t you? You need you a good bounce or two, Matthew. LaRue, he can spot these things.”
Matthew brooded out toward the cold, gray sea. “Women are a little scarce out here.”
  
“You come with me to Quebec, Matthew. I show you where to get a good drink and a good lay.”
“Get your mind off sex, LaRue. At this rate, we’re going to be out here another month.”
“If my mind’s all I can get on sex, then it’s going to stay there,” LaRue called out as Matthew stalked away. Chuckling to himself, he took out his precious tobacco pouch to roll one of his favored fat, foul-smelling cigarettes. The boy needed guidance, the wisdom of an older man, and a good fuck.
What Matthew wanted were warm clothes and another shot of coffee. He found the first in his cabin. After he’d tugged on a sweater and jeans, he poked through the envelopes braced under a rock on the small table that served as his desk.
Bills, of course. Medical, the rent on Buck’s apartment in Florida, the lawyer Matthew had hired to square things when Buck had wrecked a bar in Fort Lauderdale, the last statement from the last rehabilitation center he’d hauled Buck into in hopes of drying out his uncle.
They wouldn’t break him, he mused. But they sure as hell weren’t going to leave him a lot to play with. The single letter gave him some pleasure.
Ray and Marla, he thought as he sat down with the rest of his coffee to enjoy it. They never failed. Once a month, rain or shine, wherever he happened to be, they’d get a letter to him.
Not once in eight years had they let him down.
As usual it was a chatty letter of several pages. Marla’s looping, feminine handwriting was offset by Ray’s quick scrawl in notes and messages in the margins. Nearly five years earlier, they’d moved to the Outer Banks of North Carolina and built a cottage on the sound side of Hatteras Island. Marla would pepper the letters with descriptions of Ray’s puttering around the house, her luck, good or bad, with her garden. Woven through were details of their adventures at sea. Their trips to Greece, Mexico, the Red Sea, their impulsive dives along the coast of the Carolinas.
And of course, they wrote of Tate.
Matthew knew she was nearing thirty, working on her Ph.D., joining varying expeditions. Yet he still saw her as she’d been that long-ago summer. Young and fresh and full of promise. Over the years when he thought of her, it was with a vaguely pleasant nostalgic tug. In his mind, she and those days they’d spent together had taken on a burnished golden hue. Almost too perfect for reality.
He’d long ago stopped dreaming of her.
There were debts to be paid, and plans, still in the dim future, to be settled.
Matthew savored each word on each page. The expected invitation for him to visit touched a chord, making him both wistful and bitter. Three years before, he’d browbeaten Buck into making the trip. The four-day visit had been anything but a success.
Still, he could remember how quietly at home he felt, looking at the serene waters of the sound through the fan of pines and bay trees, smelling Marla’s cooking, listening to Ray talk of the next wreck and the next shot at gold. Until Buck had managed to hitch a ride over to Ocracoke on the ferry and get himself stinking drunk.
There wasn’t any point in going back, Matthew thought. Humiliating himself, putting the Beaumonts in that miserable position. The letters were enough.
When he shuffled the last page to the front, Ray’s crablike handwriting shot Tate, and that summer in the West Indies, into sharp and painful focus.
Matthew, I’ve got some concerns I haven’t shared with Marla. I will, but I wanted to get your thoughts first. You know Tate is in the Pacific, working for SeaSearch. She’s thrilled with the assignment. We all were. But a few days ago, I was researching some stocks for an old client. I had an impulse to invest in SeaSearch myself, a kind of personal tribute to Tate’s success. I discovered that the company is an arm of Trident, which in turn is a part of The VanDyke Corporation. Our VanDyke. Obviously this concerns me. I don’t know if Tate is aware. I strongly doubt it. There’s probably no need for me to worry. I can’t imagine Silas VanDyke would take   a personal interest in one of his marine archeologists. It’s doubtful he even remembers her, or would care. And yet, I’m uncomfortable knowing she’s so far away and even remotely associated with him. I haven’t decided if I should contact Tate and let her know what I’ve learned, or leave well enough alone. I’d very much like your thoughts on this.
Matthew, I’d like them in person, if you can find a way to come to Hatteras. There’s something more I want very much to discuss with you. I made an incredible find only a few weeks ago—something I’ve been searching for for nearly eight years. I want to show it to you. When I do, I hope you’ll share my excitement. Matthew, I’m going back for the Isabella. I need you and Buck with me. Please, come to Hatteras and take a look at what I’ve put together before you reject the idea.
She’s ours, Matthew. She’s always been ours. It’s time for us to claim her.
Fondly,
Ray
Jesus. Matthew skipped back to the beginning of the page and read it a second time. Ray Beaumont didn’t believe in dropping his bombshells lightly. In a couple of quick paragraphs he had set off charges that exploded from Tate to VanDyke to the Isabella.
Go back? Suddenly, fiercely angry, Matthew slapped the letter down on the table. Damned if he’d go back and dredge up his most complete and horrendous failure. He was making his life, wasn’t he? Such as it was. He didn’t need old ghosts tempting him back toward that glint of gold.
He wasn’t a hunter anymore, he thought as he lunged out of the chair to pace the small cabin. He neither wanted nor needed to be. Some men could live on dreams. He had once—and didn’t intend to do so again.
It was money he needed, he fumed, money and time. When both were in his pocket, he would finish what was begun half a lifetime ago over his father’s body. He would find VanDyke, and he would kill him.
And as for Tate, she wasn’t his problem. He’d done her a good turn once, Matthew remembered, and scowled down at the letter on the table. The best turn of her life. If she’d screwed it up by getting hooked into one of VanDyke’s schemes, it was on her head. She was a grown woman now, wasn’t she? With a potload of education and fancy degrees. Goddamn it, she owed him every bit of it, and no one had the right to make him feel responsible for her now.
But he could see her, as she’d been then, awed by a simple silver coin, glowing in his arms, courageously attacking a shark with a diver’s knife.
He swore again, viciously. Then again, quietly. Leaving the letter and the mug where they were, he headed out to the radio room. He needed to make some calls.
 
Tate entered the room the crew had dubbed “Ground Zero.” It was crammed with computers, keyboards, monitors. The sonar dial glowed green as the needle swept. Remotes for the cameras that took stereophotos were easily at hand.
At the moment, however, the area was more of a rec room for adolescents than a scientific lab.
Dart was in a corner with Bowers, relieving tedium by trouncing the computer at a game of Mortal Combat.
It was late, nearly midnight, and she’d have been better off in her cabin, getting a good night’s sleep or working on her dissertation. But she was restless, and Lorraine had been edgy. The cabin had seemed too small for both of them.
Taking a handful of Dart’s candy, she settled down to watch the monitor that showed the sweep of the seafloor.
It was so dark, she mused. Cold. Tiny luminescent fish hunted food. They moved slowly, surrounded by points of phosphorescence that resembled stars. The soft, even sediments of the sea plane were featureless. Yet there was life. She saw a sea worm, hardly more than a primitive stomach, glide by the camera’s range. The huge eyes of a cystosoma made her smile.
It was, in its own way, a kind of fairy land, she thought. Hardly the wasteland a number of oceanographers had once thought. And certainly not the dumping ground certain industries chose to regard it as. It was colorless, true, but those magically transparent, pulsing fish and animals turned it into an eerie wonder.
Tate was comforted by it, the continuity, the antiquity. The monitor lulled her like an old late-night movie until she was nearly dozing in the chair.
Then she was blinking, her subconscious struggling to transmit to her eyes what she was viewing.
Coral crabs. They would colonize any handy structure. And they were busily doing so. It was wood, she realized, leaning forward. It was the hull of a ship, encrusted with life of the deep sea.
“Bowers.”
“Just a minute, Tate, I gotta finish ragging on this boy.”
“Bowers, now!”
“What’s the hurry?” Forehead furrowed, he swiveled back to her. “Nobody’s going anywhere. Holy hell.” Staring at the monitor, he slipped his chair forward, hitting the necessary controls to stop the camera’s sweep.
But for the beep of the equipment, the room was silent as the three of them stared at the screen.
“It could be her.” Tate’s voice was thin with excitement.
“Could be,” Bowers replied and got to work. “Handle the digitals, Dart. Tate, signal the bridge for full stop.”
They didn’t speak again for several moments. While the tapes ran, Bowers zoomed in closer and sent the camera on a slow sweep.
The wreck was teaming with life. Tate imagined that Litz and the other biologists on board would soon be singing hosannahs. With her lips pressed together, she held her breath. Then let it out on an explosive puff.
“Oh Christ, look! Do you see it?”
Dart’s answer was a nervous giggle. “It’s the wheel. Look at that honey lying there, just waiting for us to come along and find her. She’s a side-wheeler, Bowers. It’s the goddamn beautiful Justine.”
Bowers halted the camera. “Children,” he said and got shakily to his feet. “At a moment like this, I believe I should say something profound.” He laid a hand on his heart. “We’ve done did it.”
With one wild hoot, he grabbed Tate and did a fast boogie. Laughter and excitement had tears rushing to her eyes.
“Let’s wake up the ship,” she decided and dashed off.
She raced to her own cabin first to rouse a cranky Lorraine. “Get down to Ground Zero, now.”
“What? Are we sinking? Go away, Tate. I’m busy being seduced by Harrison Ford.”
“He’ll wait. Get down there.” To ensure obedience, Tate ripped the sheet off Lorraine’s curled, naked body. “But for God’s sake put a robe on first.”
Leaving Lorraine swearing at her, she dashed down the corridor to Hayden’s cabin. “Hayden?” Struggling with giggles, she pounded on his door. “Come on, Hayden, red alert, all hands on deck, get the lead out.”
“What is it?” His eyes owlishly wide without his glasses, his hair sticking straight up and a blanket held modestly around his waist, he blinked at Tate. “Is somebody hurt?”
“No, everybody’s wonderful.” In that moment, she was sure he was quite simply the sweetest man she had ever met. Following impulse, she threw her arms around him, nearly knocking him down, and kissed him. “Oh, Hayden, I can’t wait to—”
The first shock of his mouth closing hungrily over hers had her going still. She knew desire when she tasted it on a man’s lips, knew need when she felt it trembling in a man’s arms.
For both of them, she relaxed, lifting a hand gently to his cheek until the kiss played out.
“Hayden—”
“I’m sorry.” Appalled, he stepped stiffly back. “You caught me off guard, Tate. I shouldn’t have done that.”
“It’s all right.” She smiled, laid both hands on his shoulders. “Really it’s all right, Hayden. I’d say we caught each other off guard, and it was nice.”
“As associates,” he began, terrified he might stammer. “As your superior, I had no right to make an advance.”
She suppressed a sigh. “Hayden, it was only a kiss. And I kissed you first. I don’t think you’re going to fire me over it.”
“No, of course not. I only meant—”
“You meant you wanted to kiss me, you did, and it was nice.” Patiently, she took his hand. “Let’s not go crazy over it. Especially since we’ve got a lot more to go crazy over. You want to know why I beat on your door, dragged you out of bed and threw myself at you?”
“Well, I . . .” He pushed at glasses he wasn’t wearing and poked himself in the nose. “Yes.”
“Hayden, we found the Justine. Now hold onto yourself,” she warned, “because I’m going to kiss you again.”






 CHAPTER 12
T
HE DROID DID the work. And that was the problem. A week into the excavation of the Justine, Tate found herself struggling with a vague sense of dissatisfaction.
It was everything they’d hoped for. The wreck was rich. There were gold coins, gold bars—some of them a full sixty pounds. Artifacts were transferred to the surface in abundance. The droid worked busily, digging, lifting, shifting booty with Bowers and Dart working the controls at Ground Zero.
Now and again Tate took a break from her own work to watch the monitor and observe how the machine would haul a heavy load in its mechanical arms, or snag a sea sponge delicately with its pincers for the biologists to study.
The expedition was a complete success.
Tate was suffering through a profound sense of envy for an ugly metal robot.
At her station in a forward cabin, she photographed, examined and catalogued the bits and pieces of mid-nineteenth-century life. A cameo brooch, bits of crockery, spoons, a pewter inkwell, a child’s worm-eaten wooden top. And, of course, the coins. Both silver and gold were stacked on her worktable. They glittered, thanks to Lorraine’s work in the lab, as though they were freshly minted.
Tate picked up a five-dollar gold piece, a beautiful little disk dated 1857, the year the Justine sank. How many hands had it passed through? she wondered. Perhaps only a few. It might have been tucked into a lady’s purse or a gentleman’s pocket. Maybe it had paid for a bottle of wine or a Cuban cigar. A new hat. Or maybe it had never been used, only held in anticipation of some small treat it could buy at the end of the journey.
Now it was in her hand, part of so many lost treasures.
“Pretty, isn’t it?” Lorraine came in. She carried a tray of artifacts newly decalcified and cleaned in her lab.
“Yeah.” Tate replaced the coin, logged it in her computer. “There’s enough work here for a year.”
“You sound real happy about it.” Curious, Lorraine tilted her head. “Scientists are supposed to be pleased when they have themselves steady field work.”
“I am pleased.” Tate meticulously logged the brooch, set it aside in a tray. “Why wouldn’t I be? I’m involved in one of the most exciting finds of my career, part of a team of top scientists. I have the very best equipment, better-than-average working and living conditions.” She picked up the child’s toy. “I’d be crazy not to be pleased.”
“So why don’t you tell me why you’re crazy?”
Lips pursed, Tate gave the toy a quick spin. “You’ve never dived. It’s hard to explain to someone who’s never gone down, never seen it.”
Lorraine sat down, tipped her feet up on the edge of the table. A tattoo of a unicorn rode colorfully over the inside of her ankle. “I’ve got some time. Why don’t you try?”
“This isn’t hunting for treasure,” she began, her voice sharp with annoyance fully self-directed. “It’s computers and machines and robotics, and it’s marvelous in its way. We’d never have found the Justine or been able to study her without the equipment, obviously.”
A fresh wave of restlessness had her pushing back from her worktable, pacing to the porthole that was her miserly view of the sea. “It couldn’t be excavated or studied without it. The pressure and temperature at that depth make diving impossible. It’s basic biology, basic physics. I know it. But damn it, Lorraine, I want to go down. I want to touch it. I want to fan away the sand and find some piece of yesterday. Bowers’s droid’s having all the fun.”
“Yeah, he’s always bragging about it.”
“I know it sounds stupid.” Because it did, Tate was able to smile as she turned back. “But diving a wreck, being there, is an incredible high. And this is all so sterile. I didn’t know I’d feel this way, but every time I come in here to work, I remember what it was like. My first dive, my first wreck, working the airlift, hauling up conglomerate. All the fish, the coral, the mud and sand. The work, Lorraine, the physical strain of it. You feel like you’re part of it.” She spread her arms, let them fall. “This seems so removed, so cold and intrusive somehow.”
“So scientific?” Lorraine put in.
“Science without participation, for me, anyway. I remember when I found my first coin, a silver piece of eight. We had a virgin wreck in the West Indies.” She sighed, sat again. “I was twenty. It was a very eventful summer for me. We found a Spanish galleon, and lost it. I fell in love and had my heart broken. I’ve never been that involved with anything or anyone again. I haven’t wanted to be.”
“Because of the ship or the man?”
“Both. In a few weeks, I experienced absolute joy and absolute grief. A difficult ride at twenty. I went back to college that fall with my goals very well defined. I would get my degree and be the very best in my field. I would do exactly what I’m doing now and keep a logical, professional distance. And here I am, eight years later, wondering if I’ve made some terrible mistake.”
Lorraine cocked a brow. “You don’t like your work?”
“I love my work. I’m just having a hard time letting machines do the best part of it for me. Keeping me at that logical, professional distance.”
“It doesn’t sound like a crisis to me, Tate. It just sounds like you need to strap on your tanks and have a little fun.” She studied the nails she’d recently manicured. “If that’s the way you define fun. When’s the last time you took a vacation?”
“Oh, let’s see . . .” Tate leaned back, closed her eyes. “That would have been about eight years ago, unless we count a couple of quick weekends and Christmases at home.”
“We don’t,” Lorraine said definitely. “Doctor Lorraine’s prescription is very simple. What you’ve got here is a case of the blues. Take a month off when we’re done here, go someplace with lots of palm trees and spend lots of time with fish.”
Lorraine developed a sudden avid interest in her manicure and studied the coral-pink enamel. “If you wanted company, Hayden would jump at the chance to go with you.”
“Hayden?”
“To use a technical term, the man’s nuts about you.”
“Hayden?”
“Yes, Hayden.” Lorraine jerked back so that her feet slapped on the floor. “Christ, Tate, pay attention. He’s been mooning over you for weeks.”
“Hay—” Tate began before she caught herself. “We’re friends, Lorraine, associates.” Then she remembered the way he’d kissed her the night they’d found the Justine. “Well, hell.”
“He’s a terrific man.”
“Of course he is.” Baffled, Tate dragged a hand through her hair. “I just never thought about him that way.”
“He’s thinking about you that way.”
“It’s not a good idea,” Tate murmured. “It’s not a good idea to get involved with someone you’re working with. I know.”
“Your choice,” Lorraine said carelessly. “I just thought it was time somebody gave the guy a break and let you know. I’m also supposed to let you know that some reps from SeaSearch and Poseidon are coming to examine and transport some of the loot. And they’re bringing a film crew.”
  
“A film crew.” Automatically, Tate filed the problem of Hayden in the back of her mind. “I thought we were doing our own video records.”
“They’ll use ours as well. We’re going to be a cable documentary, so don’t forget your mascara and lipstick.”
“When are they due?”
“They’re on their way.”
Hardly realizing it, Tate picked up the wooden top, cupped it possessively in her hands. “They’re not moving anything I haven’t finished studying and cataloguing.”
“You be sure to tell them that, champ.” Lorraine headed for the door. “But remember, we’re just the hired help.”
The hired help, Tate thought and set the top carefully aside. Maybe that was the crux of it. Somehow she’d gone from being an independent woman looking for adventure to a competent drone who worked for a faceless corporation.
It made her work possible, she reminded herself. Scientists were always beggars. And yet . . .
There were a lot of “and yets” in her life, she realized. She was going to have to take some time and decide which ones mattered.
 
Matthew decided he had lost his mind. He’d quit his job. A job he’d hated, but one that had paid the bills and left enough to spare to keep a couple of small dreams from dying. Without the job, the boat he’d been building bit by bit over the years would never be completed, his uncle would be forced to live on subsidies and he would be lucky to be able to afford a decent meal in six months’ time.
Not only had he quit his job, but he’d been maneuvered into taking LaRue along with him. The man had simply packed up and shipped out with him with no encouragement at all. As Matthew saw it, he was now stuck with two dependents, two men who spent most of their time arguing with each other and pointing out his flaws.
So here he sat, outside a trailer in southern Florida wondering when he had gone mad.
  
It was the letter from the Beaumonts that had started it. The mention of Tate, of VanDyke, and of course, the Isabella. It had brought back too many memories, too many failures and too much hope. Before he’d let himself think through the consequences, he’d been packing his gear.
Now that his bridges were burning at his back, Matthew had plenty of time to think. What the hell was he going to do with Buck? The man’s drinking was out of hand again.
Big surprise, Matthew thought. Every year, he came back to Florida and spent his month on shore struggling to get his uncle dry. And every year he went back to sea, hampered with guilt, regrets and the grief that he would never be able to make a difference.
Even now, he could hear Buck’s voice lifted in drunken bitterness. Despite the rain that was falling in steady, sodden sheets, Matthew remained outside under the rusted, leaking awning.
“What is this slop?” Buck demanded, clattering into the tiny kitchen.
LaRue didn’t bother to glance up from the book he was reading. “It is bouillabaisse. A family recipe.”
“Slop,” Buck said again. “French slop.” Unshaven, wearing the clothes he’d slept in, Buck slammed open a cabinet door in search of a bottle. “I don’t want it smelling up my house.”
In answer, LaRue turned a page.
“Where the fuck’s my whiskey?” Buck stabbed his hand into the cupboard, knocking over and scattering the meager supplies. “I had a bottle in here, goddamn it.”
“Me, I prefer a good Beaujolais,” LaRue commented. “At room temperature.” He heard the screen door open and marked his place in his Faulkner novel. The evening show was about to begin.
“You been stealing my whiskey, you fucking Canuk?”
As LaRue’s tooth gleamed in a snarl, Matthew stepped in. “There isn’t any whiskey. I got rid of it.”
Hampered more by his morning’s drinking than by his prosthesis, Buck turned on him. “You got no right to take my bottle.”
  
Who was this man, Matthew thought, this stranger? If Buck was somewhere in that bloated, unshaven face, in those red-rimmed, bleary eyes, he could no longer see him. “Right or not,” he said calmly, “I got rid of it. Try the coffee.”
In response, Buck grabbed the pot from the stove and hurled it against the wall.
“So don’t try the coffee.” Because he was tempted to ball them into fists, Matthew tucked his hands into his pockets. “You want to drink, you’re going to have to do it somewhere else. I’m not going to watch you kill yourself.”
“What I do’s my business,” Buck muttered, crunching over broken glass and slopped coffee.
“Not while I’m around.”
“You’re never around, are you?” Buck nearly skidded on the wet tile, righted himself. His face went pink with humiliation. Every step he took was a reminder. “You blow in here when you please, and blow out the same way. You got no business, boy, telling me what to do in my own house.”
“It’s my house,” Matthew said softly. “You’re just dying in it.”
He could have dodged the blow. He took Buck’s fist on his jaw philosophically. In some perverse part of his brain, he was pleased to note that his uncle could still pack a punch.
While Buck stared at him, Matthew wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. “I’m going out,” he said and left.
“Go away, walk away.” Buck shambled to the door to shout after him over the drumming rain. “Walking away’s what you’re best at. Why don’t you keep walking? Nobody here needs you. Nobody needs you.”
LaRue waited until Buck lumbered back toward the bedroom, then rose to turn down the heat on his stew. He took his jacket, and Matthew’s, and slipped out of the trailer.
They had only been in Florida three days, but LaRue knew just where Matthew would go. Adjusting the brim of his cap so that the rain sluiced off in front of his face, he made his way down to the marina.
It was nearly deserted, and the lock was off the door of the concrete garage that Matthew rented by the month. He found Matthew inside, sitting in the bow of a nearly finished boat.
It was a double hull, almost as wide as it was long. LaRue’s first glimpse of it after they’d arrived had impressed him. It was a pretty thing, not dainty by any means, but sturdy and tough. The way LaRue preferred his boats, and his women.
Matthew had designed the deck section to lie across the top of the hulls so that it would stay clear in rough seas. Each bow had an inward curve that would create a cushioning effect and lead to not only a smoother ride, but a faster one. There was plenty of storage area and seating. But the genius of the design in LaRue’s opinion was the sixty square feet of open deck forward.
Treasure room, LaRue thought.
All it lacked were the finishing touches. The paint and brightwork, the bridge equipment, navigational devices. And, LaRue thought, a suitable name.
He climbed up, impressed again by the sharp, cutting look of the bows. It would take the water, he mused. It would fly.
“So, when you finish this thing, eh?”
“I’ve got the time now, don’t I?” Matthew envisioned the rails. Brass and teak. “All I need’s the money.”
“Me, I got plenty of money.” Thoughtfully, LaRue took out a leather pouch and began the slow and, to him, pleasurable process of rolling a cigarette. “What do I spend it on but women? And they don’t cost so much as most men think. So maybe I give you the money to finish it, and you give me part of the boat.”
Matthew let out a sour laugh. “What part do you want?”
LaRue leaned into the backrest, carefully sealing the cigarette paper around the tobacco. “A boat a man builds is a good place to come when he wants to brood. Tell me this, Matthew, why did you let him hit you?”
  
“Why not?”
“Seems to me he’d be better if you hit him.”
“Right. That would be great. It would do a lot of good for me to knock down a—”
“Cripple?” LaRue finished mildly. “No, you never let him forget he’s not what he was.”
Furious, surprised into hurt, Matthew lunged to his feet. “Where the hell do you come off saying that? What the hell do you know about it? I’ve done everything I can for him.”
“You’ve done.” LaRue struck a match, let it flare on the edge of the neatly rolled cigarette. “You pay for the roof over his head, the food in his belly, the whiskey he kills himself with. All it costs him is his pride.”
“What the hell am I supposed to do, toss him out into the street?”
LaRue shrugged. “You don’t ask him to be a man, so he’s not a man.”
“Butt out.”
“I think you like your guilt, Matthew. It keeps you from doing what you want, and maybe failing at it.” He only grinned when Matthew hauled him up by the shirtfront. “See, me, you treat like a man.” He cocked up his chin, not entirely sure it wouldn’t be broken in the next ten seconds. “You can hit me. I’ll hit you back. When we’re finished, we’ll make a deal for the boat.”
“What the hell are you doing here?” In disgust, Matthew shoved him back. “I don’t need company, I don’t need another partner.”
“You do, yes. And I like you, Matthew.” LaRue sat again, neatly tapping the ash from his cigarette into his palm. “And I figure this. You’re going to go back for that ship you once told me about. Maybe you’ll go after this VanDyke you hate so much. Maybe you’ll even go back for the woman you want. I’m going, because I don’t mind being rich. I like to see a good fight, and me, I have a soft spot for romance.”
“You’re an asshole, LaRue. Christ knows why I ever told you about that shit.” He lifted his hands and rubbed them over his face. “I must have been drunk.”
  
“No, you never let yourself get drunk. You were talking to yourself, mon ami. I was just there.”
“Maybe I’ll go back for the wreck. And maybe, if I get lucky, I’ll cross paths with VanDyke again. But there’s no woman anymore.”
“There’s always a woman. If not one, another.” LaRue shrugged his bony shoulders. “Me, I don’t understand why men lose their minds over a woman. One leaves, another comes along. But an enemy, that’s worth working for. And money, well, it’s easier to be rich than poor. So we finish your boat, eh, and go looking for fortune and revenge.”
Wary, Matthew eyed LaRue. “The equipment I want isn’t cheap.”
“Nothing worthwhile is cheap.”
“We may never find the wreck. Even if we do, mining her is going to be hard, dangerous work.”
“Danger is what makes life interesting. You’ve forgotten that, Matthew.”
“Maybe,” he murmured. He began to feel something stir again. It was the blood he’d let settle and cool over the years. He held out a hand. “We finish the boat.”
 
It was three days later when Buck made his way into the garage. He’d gotten a bottle somewhere, Matthew deduced. The sour stench of whiskey surrounded him.
“Where the hell you think you’re going to take this tub?”
Matthew continued to lovingly sand the teak for the rail. “Hatteras to start. I’m hooking up with the Beaumonts.”
“Shit, amateurs.” A little rocky on his feet, Buck walked to the stern. “What the hell did you build a catamaran for?”
“Because I wanted to.”
“Single hull’s always been good enough for me. Good enough for your father, too.”
“It’s not your boat. It’s not his boat. It’s mine.”
That stung. “What kind of color is this you’re painting her. Damn sissy blue.”
“Caribbean blue,” Matthew corrected. “I like it.”
“Probably sink the first time you hit weather.” Buck sniffed and stopped himself from caressing one of the hulls. “I guess all you and Ray are good for now is pleasure sailing.”
Experimentally, Matthew ran the pad of his thumb over the teak. It was satin smooth. “We’re going after the Isabella.”
Silence sparked like naked wires crossed. Matthew hefted the sanded rail over his shoulder and turned. Buck had a hand on the boat now, braced as he swayed like a man already at sea.
“The hell you are.”
“Ray’s decided to go. He found something he wants to show me. As soon as I can get things done here, I’m heading up. Regardless of what Ray’s come up with, I’m going after her. It’s long past time I did.”
“Are you out of your mind, boy? Do you know what she cost us? Cost me?”
Matthew set the rail aside for varnishing. “I’ve got a pretty good idea.”
“You had a treasure, didn’t you? You let her go. You let that bastard VanDyke dance off with it. You lost it for me when I was half dead. Now you think you’re going back and leaving me here to rot?”
“I’m going. What you do is your business.”
Panicked, Buck slammed the heel of his hand into Matthew’s chest. “Who’s going to see to what I need here? You go off like this, the money’ll be gone in a month. You owe me, boy. I saved your worthless life. I lost my leg for you. I lost everything for you.”
The guilt still came, waves of it a strong man could drown in. But this time, Matthew shook his head. He wasn’t going under again. “I’m finished owing you, Buck. Eight years I’ve worked my ass off so you could drink yourself into a coma and make me pay for every breath I took. I’m done. I’m going after something I’d convinced myself I couldn’t have. And I’m going to get her.”
“They’ll kill you. The Isabella and Angelique’s Curse. And if they don’t, VanDyke will. Then where will I be?”
“Just where you are now. Standing on two legs. One of them I paid for.”
  
He didn’t take the punch this time. Instead he caught Buck’s fist in his hand an inch before it struck his face. Without thinking he shoved back so that Buck stumbled into the stern of the boat.
“Try that again, and I’ll take you down, old man or not.” Matthew planted his feet, prepared to face-off if Buck lunged again. “In ten days, I’m leaving for Hatteras with LaRue. You can pull yourself together, or you can go fuck yourself. It’s your choice. Now get the hell out. I’ve got work to do.”
With a shaking hand, Buck wiped his mouth. His phantom leg began to throb, a nasty, grinning ghost that never quite gave up the haunting. Sick at heart, he hurried off to find a bottle.
Alone, Matthew hefted another section of rail and went to work like a man possessed.






 CHAPTER 13
A
S FAR AS Silas VanDyke was concerned, Manzanillo was the only place to spend the first breaths of spring. His cliff house on the western Mexican coast afforded him the most spectacular view of the restless Pacific. There was nothing more relaxing than standing by his wall of windows and watching the waves crash and spew.
Power never failed to fascinate him.
As an Aquarian, he considered water his element. He loved the sight of it, the smell of it, the sound of it. Though he traveled extensively for both business and pleasure, he could never be away from his element for long.
All of his homes had been bought or built near some body of water. His villa in Capri, his plantation in Fiji, his bungalow on Martinique. Even his brownstone in New York afforded him a view of the Hudson. But he had a particular fondness for his hideaway in Mexico.
Not that this particular trip was one of leisure. VanDyke’s work ethic was as disciplined as the rest of him. Rewards were earned—and he had earned his. He believed in labor, the exercise of the body as well as the mind. It was true that he had inherited a great deal of his wealth, but he had not whiled away his time or whittled away his resources. No, he had built on them doggedly and shrewdly until he had easily tripled the legacy passed to him.
He considered himself discreet and dignified. No publicity-seeking Trump, VanDyke pursued his personal and business affairs quietly and with a subtle flare that kept his name out of the press and tabloid news.
Unless he put them there. Publicity, of the proper type, could shade a business deal and tip the scales when necessary.
He had never married, though he admired women greatly. Marriage was a contract, and the negating of that contract was too often messy, too often public. Heirs were often a result of that contract, and heirs could be used against a man.
Instead, he chose his companions with care, treated them with the same respect and courtesy as he would treat any employee. And when a woman ceased to entertain him, she was generously dispatched.
Few complained.
The little Italian socialite he had recently grown weary of had been a bit of a problem. The icy diamonds he’d offered as a parting gift hadn’t cooled her hot temper. She’d actually threatened him. With some regret, he’d arranged for her to be taught a lesson. But he’d given strict orders that there were to be no visible scars.
After all, she’d had a lovely face and body that had given him a great deal of pleasure.
It seemed to him that violence, well-skilled violence, was a tool no successful man could afford to ignore. In the last few years, he had used it often, and he thought, quite well.
The oddest thing was that it gave him so much more pleasure than he had expected. A kind of cheap, emotional profit, he decided. Privately, he could admit that by paying for it, he often soothed those black tempers that raged over him.
So many men he knew. Men who, like him, controlled great wealth and managed responsibilities, lost their edge by accepting certain failures, making too many concessions. Or they simply burned themselves out by fighting to stay on top. Frustrations, he thought, unreleased, festered. A wise man took his relief and always, always, counted the profit.
Now he had business to attend to, business to entertain him. At the moment, his priority was the Nomad, its crew, and its brilliant find.
As he’d ordered, the reports were on his desk. He’d handpicked the team for his expedition, from the scientists to the technicians and down to the galley staff. It pleased him to know that once again, his instincts had been on target. They hadn’t failed him. When the expedition was complete, VanDyke would see to it that each and every member of the Nomad team received a bonus.
He admired scientists tremendously, their logic and discipline, their vision. He was more than satisfied with Frank Litz, both as a biologist and as a spy. The man kept him up to date on the personal dynamics and intimacies of the Nomad’s crew.
Yes, he thought Litz a happy find, particularly after the disappointment of Piper. The young archeologist had had potential, VanDyke mused. But that one little flaw had made him sloppy.
Addictions led to a lack of order. Why, he himself had given up smoking years before simply to make a point. Inner strength equaled power over personal environment. A pity Piper had lacked inner strength. In the end, VanDyke had harbored no regrets in offering him the uncut cocaine that had killed him.
In truth, it had been rather thrilling. The ultimate termination of an employee.
Settling back, he studied the reports from Litz and his team of marine biologists on the ecosystem, the plants and animals that had colonized the wreck of the Justine. Sponges, gold coral, worms. Nothing was beneath VanDyke’s interest.
What was there could be harvested and used.
With the same respect and interest, he studied the reports of the geologists, the chemist, those of the representatives he had sent to observe the operation and its results.
Like a child with a treat, he saved the archeologist’s report for last. It was meticulously organized, thorough and clear as new glass. No detail was omitted, down to the last shard of crockery. Each artifact was described, dated and photographed, each item catalogued according to the date and time it was discovered. There was a cross-reference with the chemist’s report as to how the article was treated, tested, cleaned.
A father’s pride swept through VanDyke as he read the carefully typed pages. He was glowingly pleased with Tate Beaumont, considered her a protégée.
She would make a fine replacement for the unfortunate Piper.
Perhaps it had been impulse that had urged him to have her education monitored over the years. But the impulse had more than paid off. The way she had faced him onboard the Triumphant with fury and intelligence firing her eyes. Oh, he admired that. Courage was a valuable asset, when tempered with a well-ordered mind.
Tate Beaumont possessed both.
Professionally, she had more than exceeded his early expectations of her. She’d graduated third in her class, publishing her first paper in her sophomore year. Her postgraduate work had simply been brilliant. She would earn her doctorate years before the majority of her contemporaries.
He was thrilled with her.
So thrilled he had opened several doors for her along the way. Doors that even with her skills and tenacity might have been difficult for her to unlatch. Her opportunity to research in a two-man sub off Turkey in depths of six hundred feet had come through him. Though like an indulgent uncle, he had taken no credit. Yet.
Her personal life earned his admiration as well. Initially, he’d been disappointed that she hadn’t remained attached to Matthew Lassiter. A continued connection would have been one more method of keeping tabs on Matthew. Yet he’d been pleased that she’d shown the obvious good taste to shrug off a man so clearly beneath her.
She’d concentrated on her studies, her goals, as he would have expected from his own daughter, had he a daughter. Twice she had explored relationships. The first no more than the rebellion of youth, in VanDyke’s opinion. The young man she’d attached herself to in the initial weeks after her return to college had been little more than an experiment, he was sure. But she’d soon shaken herself loose from the muscle-bound, empty-headed jock.
A woman like Tate required intellect, style, breeding.
Indeed, after graduation she had been drawn into a liaison with a fellow postgraduate student who shared many of her interests. That had lasted just under ten months, and had caused VanDyke some concern. But that, too, had ended when he’d arranged to have the man offered a position at his oceanographic institute in Greenland.
To fully realize her potential, he felt Tate needed to limit her distractions, as he had over the years. Marriage and family would only tilt her priorities.
He was delighted that she was now working for him. He intended to keep her on the fringes for the present. In time, if she continued to prove worthy, he would draw her into the core.
A woman of her intelligence and ambitions would recognize the debt she owed him, and would understand the value of what he could continue to offer.
One day they would meet again, work side by side.
He was a patient man and could wait for her. As he waited for Angelique’s Curse. His instincts told him that when the time was finally right, one would lead him to the other.
Then he would have everything.
VanDyke glanced over as his fax began to hum. Rising, he poured himself a large tumbler of freshly squeezed orange juice. If he hadn’t had such a full schedule that day, he would have added just a dollop of champagne. Such small luxuries could wait.
He lifted a brow as he picked up the fax. It was his latest report on the Lassiters. So, he mused, Matthew had jumped ship and gone back to his uncle. Perhaps he would stick the drunken fool in another rehab center. It continued to surprise him that Matthew didn’t simply leave the old man to wallow in his own vomit and disappear.
Family loyalty, he thought, shaking his head. It was something VanDyke knew existed, but had never experienced. If his own father hadn’t conveniently died at fifty, VanDyke would have implemented his plans for a take-over. Fortunately, he had no siblings to rival with, and his mother had faded quietly away in an exclusive mental hospital when he’d been barely thirteen.
He had only himself, VanDyke thought, sipping the chilled juice. And his fortune. It was well worth using a small part of it to keep an eye on Matthew Lassiter.
Family loyalty, he thought again with a small smile. If it ran true, Matthew’s father had found a way to pass his secret to his son. Sooner or later, Matthew would be compelled to hunt for Angelique’s Curse. And VanDyke, patient as a spider, would be waiting.
 
Rough weather hit the Nomad and halted excavation for forty-eight hours. High seas had half the crew down for the count despite seasick pills and patches. Tate and her cast-iron constitution rode out the storm with a thermos of coffee at her worktable.
She’d left the cabin to a moaning, green-faced Lorraine.
The rock and roll of the boat didn’t stop her from cataloguing the newest additions to the trove.
“I thought I’d find you here.”
She looked up, let her fingers pause on her keyboard and smiled at Hayden. “I thought you were lying down.” She tilted her head. “You’re a little pale yet, but you’ve lost that interesting green tinge.” Her smile widened wickedly. “Want a cookie?”
“Feeling smug?” Warily, he kept his eyes averted from the plate of cookies on the table. “I hear Bowers is having a great time finding new ways to describe pork to Dart.”
“Hmm. Bowers and I, and a few of the others, enjoyed quite a hardy breakfast this morning.” She laughed. “Rest easy, Hayden, I won’t describe it to you. Have a seat?”
“It’s embarrassing for the team leader to lose his dignity this way.” Grateful, he lowered himself into a folding chair. “Too much time in the classroom, not enough in the field, I guess.”
“You’re doing okay.” Happy to have company, she turned away from the monitor. “The entire film crew’s down. I hate to be pleased with anyone’s misfortune, but it’s a relief not to have them hovering for a couple days.”
“A documentary will pump up interest in this kind of expedition,” he pointed out. “We can use the exposure, and the grants.”
“I know. It isn’t often you have the benefit of a privately funded expedition, or one that pays off so successfully. Look at this, Hayden.” She lifted a gold watch, complete with chain and fob. “Beautiful, isn’t it? The detail of etching on the cover. You can practically smell the roses.”
Lovingly, she rubbed a thumb over the delicately etched spring of buds before carefully opening the clasp.
“ ‘To David, my beloved husband, who makes time stop for me. Elizabeth. 2/4/49.’ ”
Her heart sighed over it. “There was a David and Elizabeth MacGowan on the manifest,” she told Hayden in a voice that had thickened. “And their three minor children. She and her eldest daughter survived. She lost a son, another daughter, and her beloved David. Time stopped for them, and never started again.”
She closed the watch gently. “He’d have been wearing this when the ship went down,” she murmured. “He’d have kept it with him. He might have even opened it, read the inscription one last time after he said goodbye to her and their children. They never saw each other again. For more than a hundred years, this token of how much she loved him has been waiting for someone to find it. And remember them.”
“It’s humbling,” Hayden said after a moment, “when the student outstrips the teacher. You have more than I ever did,” he added when Tate glanced up in surprise. “I would see a watch, the style, the manufacturer. I would note the inscription down, pleased to have a date to corroborate my calculation of its era. I might give David and Elizabeth a passing thought, certainly I would have looked for them in the manifest. But I wouldn’t see them. I wouldn’t feel them.”
“It isn’t scientific.”
  
“Archeology is meant to study culture. Too often we forget that people make culture. The best of us don’t. The best of us make it matter.” He laid a hand over hers. “The way you do.”
“I don’t know what to do when it makes me sad.” She turned her hand over so that their fingers linked. “If I could, I’d take this and I’d find their great-great-grandchildren so I could say—look, this is part of David and Elizabeth. This is who they were.” Feeling foolish, she set the watch aside. “But it doesn’t belong to me. It doesn’t even belong to them now. It belongs to SeaSearch.”
“Without SeaSearch, it would never have been found.”
“I understand that. I do.” Needing to clarify her own feelings, she leaned closer. “What we’re doing here is important, Hayden. The way we’re doing it is innovative and efficient. Over and above the fortune we’re bringing up, there’s knowledge, discovery, theory. We’re making the Justine, and the people who died with her, real and vital again.”
“But?”
“That’s where I stumble. Where will David’s watch go, Hayden? And the dozens and dozens of other personal treasures people carried with them? We have no control over it, because no matter how important our work, we’re employees. We’re dots, Hayden, in some huge conglomerate. SeaSearch to Poseidon, Poseidon to Trident, and on.”
His lips curved. “Most of us spend our working lives as dots, Tate.”
“Are you content with that?”
“I suppose I am. I’m able to do the work I love, teach, lecture, publish. Without those conglomerates, with their slices of social conscience, or eye for a tax write-off, I’d never be able to take time for this kind of hands-on fieldwork and still eat on a semi-regular basis.”
It was true, of course. It made perfect sense. And yet . . . “But is it enough, Hayden? Should it be enough? How much are we missing by being up here? Not risking anything, or experiencing the hunt. Not having some claim or control over what we do, and what we discover? Aren’t we in danger of losing the passion that pulled us into this in the first place?”
“You aren’t.” His heart began to accept what his head had told him all along. She would never be for him. She was an exotic flower to his simple, plodding drone. “You’ll never lose it, because it’s what defines you.”
In a symbolic farewell to a foolish dream, he lifted her hand and pressed his lips to her knuckles.
“Hayden . . .”
He could read the concern, the regret and, painfully, the sympathy in her eyes. “Don’t worry. Just a token of admiration from colleague to colleague. I have a suspicion we’re not going to be working together much longer.”
“I haven’t decided,” she said quickly.
“I think you have.”
“I have responsibilities here. And I owe you, Hayden, for recommending me for this position.”
“Your name was already on the list,” he corrected. “I merely agreed with the choice.”
“But I thought—” Her brow creased.
“You’ve earned a reputation, Tate.”
“I appreciate that, Hayden, but . . . Already on the list, you said? Whose list?”
“Trident’s. The brass there was impressed with your record. Actually, I got the feeling there was some definite pressure to put you on, from one of the moneymen. Not that I wasn’t happy to go along with the recommendation.”
“I see.” For reasons she couldn’t name, her throat felt dry. “Who would that be, the moneyman?”
“Like you said, I’m just a dot.” He shrugged his shoulders as he rose. “Anyway, should you decide to resign before the expedition is finished, I’d be sorry to lose you, but it’s your choice.”
“You’re getting ahead of me.” It made her nervous to realize she’d been singled out somehow, but she smiled at Hayden. “But thanks.”
When he left her, she rubbed her hands over her mouth. Where had this spooky feeling come from? she wondered. Why hadn’t she known about a list, or that her name had been on it?
  
Turning to her monitor, she clattered keys, eyes narrowed on the screen. Trident, Hayden had said. So she would by-pass Poseidon and SeaSearch for the moment. To find where the power was at any level, you looked for the money.
“Hey, friends and neighbors.” Bowers strolled in, gnawing on a chicken leg. “Lunch is up, in more ways than one.” He wiggled his brows at Tate and waited for her to chuckle.
“Give me a hand here, Bowers.”
“Sure, sweet thing. My hand is your hand.”
“Just work your magic on the computer. I want to find out who the big backers are in Trident.”
“Going to write thank-you notes?” Setting his lunch aside, he wiped his hands on his shirtfront and started in.
“Hmm . . . a lot of layers here,” he murmured after a moment. “Good thing I’m the best. You’re hooked up to the main here, so the data we need’s in there somewhere. Always is. You want board of directors, or what?”
“No,” she said slowly. “Forget that. Ownership of the Nomad, Bowers, under the corporation. Who owns the ship?”
“Ownership shouldn’t be tough to find. Not with your friendly technology. SeaSearch owns it, baby. Hold on . . . donated. God, I love philanthropists. Some cat named VanDyke.”
Tate stared at the screen. “Silas VanDyke.”
“He’s a big wheel and a big deal. You musta heard of him. Finances a lot of expeditions. We ought to give the man a big, sloppy kiss.” His grin faded when he looked down at Tate’s face. “What’s up?”
“I am.” She gritted her teeth against the fury. “That son of a bitch put me on here. That . . . Well, I’m taking myself off.”
“Off?” Baffled, Bowers stared at her. “Off what?”
“He thought he could use me.” Almost blind with temper, she stared at the artifacts carefully arranged on her worktable. David and Elizabeth’s watch. “For this. The hell with him.”
 
Matthew hung up the phone, picked up his coffee. Another bridge burned, he thought. Or maybe, just maybe, the first couple of planks set in place on a new one.
  
He was sailing for Hatteras in the morning.
If nothing else, he mused, it would be a good test of the Mermaid’s seaworthiness.
The boat was finished, painted, polished and named. He and LaRue had taken her out several times over the last few days on short runs. She sailed like a dream.
Matthew sat back now, pleasantly tired. Maybe he’d finally done something that would last.
Even the name had personal significance for him. He’d had the dream again, the one of Tate in the deep, dark sea. He didn’t need Freud to explain it to him. He’d been in contact with Ray often over the last few weeks. Tate’s name had come up, as had the Isabella, and memories of that summer.
Naturally, it had made him think, and look back, so the dream had come.
Tate might have been no more than a wistful memory, but the dream had been so immediate that he’d felt compelled to christen the boat for it. Or in a roundabout way, he supposed, for her.
He wondered if he would see her, doubted it. And letting himself slide into relaxation, told himself it didn’t matter one way or the other.
The screen door whined open, slammed. LaRue came in with bags of takeout burgers and fries. “You made your phone call?” he asked.
“Yeah. I told Ray we’d start out in the morning.” Lifting his arms over his head, Matthew linked his fingers and stretched. “Weather looks good. Shouldn’t take us more than three or four days at an easy clip. That’ll give us a chance to shake her down.”
“I look forward to the meeting of him and his wife.” LaRue dug up paper plates. “He didn’t tell you more about what he found?”
“He wants me to see it in person.” Suddenly ravenous, Matthew helped himself to a burger. “He’s set on heading out for the West Indies by the middle of April. I told him that suited us.”
LaRue’s gaze met Matthew’s, and held. “The sooner the better.”
  
“You’re crazy going back there.” Face haggard, Buck stepped in from the bedroom. “The place is cursed. The Isabella’s cursed. Took your father, didn’t it?” His gate slow, measured, he came forward. “Nearly took me. Should have.”
Matthew doused his fries with enough salt to make LaRue wince. “VanDyke took my father,” he said calmly. “A shark took your leg.”
“Angelique’s Curse caused it.”
“Maybe it did.” Matthew chewed thoughtfully. “If it did, I figure I’ve got a claim on it.”
“That thing’s bad luck to the Lassiters.”
“It’s time I changed my luck.”
Unsteady, Buck braced a hand on the tiny linoleum-topped table. “Maybe you figure I only care what happens to you ’cause of what’ll happen to me. That ain’t the way it is. Your father expected I’d look after you. I did the best I could long as I could.”
“I haven’t needed looking after for a long time.”
“Maybe not. And maybe I’ve been fucking up when it comes to you, when it comes to me the past few years. You’re all I’ve got, Matthew. Truth is, you’re all I ever gave most of a damn about.”
Buck’s voice broke, causing Matthew to close his eyes and will away the worst edge of guilt. “I’m not spending the rest of my life paying for something I couldn’t stop, or watching you finish the job the shark started.”
“I’m asking you to stay. I figure we could start a business. Take tourists out, fishermen, that kind of thing.” Buck swallowed hard. “I’d pull my weight this time around.”
“I can’t do it.” Appetite gone, Matthew pushed his food aside and stood. “I’m going after the Isabella. Whether I find her or not, I’m picking up my life again. There are plenty of wrecks out there, and I’m damned if I’m going to spend the rest of my life salvaging metal or chauffeuring tourists instead of hunting gold.”
“There’s nothing I can do to stop you.” Buck looked down at his trembling hands. “I didn’t figure there was.” He took a deep breath, straightened his shoulders. “I’m going with you.”
“Look, Buck—”
“I haven’t had one fucking drink in ten days.” Buck fisted his hands, forced them to relax again. “I’m dry. Maybe I’m a little rocky yet, but I’m dry.”
For the first time, Matthew looked at him. There were shadows under the eyes, but the eyes were clear. “You’ve gone ten days before, Buck.”
“Yeah. But not on my own. I got a stake in this, too, Matthew. Scares the hell out of me the thought of going back. But if you go, I go. Lassiters stick together,” he managed before his voice cracked again. “You want me to beg you not to leave me behind?”
“No. Christ.” He rubbed a hand over his face. There were a dozen logical, viable reasons to refuse. And only one to agree. Buck was family. “I can’t baby-sit you, or worry about you sneaking a bottle. You have to work, earn your space on the boat.”
“I know what I gotta do.”
“LaRue”—Matthew turned to the man quietly eating his takeout dinner—“you’ve got a stake in this. Where do you stand?”
Politely, LaRue swallowed, dabbed his mouth with a paper napkin. “Me, I figure two more hands don’t get in the way, long as they’re steady.” He shrugged his shoulder. “If they shake, you can take him for ballast.”
Humiliated, Buck set his jaw. “I’ll pull my weight. James wanted the Isabella. I’ll help you get her for him.”
“All right.” Matthew nodded. “Pack your gear. We leave at first light.”






 CHAPTER 14
T
HE LITTLE PLANE bounced on the runway and woke Tate out of a half doze. For the past thirty-eight hours she had been almost constantly on the move, juggling herself from boats to planes to cabs. She’d crossed a hefty slice of the Pacific, an entire continent, and all the varying time zones.
Her eyes told her it was day, but her body didn’t have a clue.
At the moment, she felt as though she were made out of thin, fragile glass that would easily shatter at a loud noise or a careless bump.
But she was home. Or as close to home as the tiny airport in Frisco on Hatteras Island. All that was left was one quick car ride, and then, she vowed, she would avoid anything that moved for at least twenty-four hours.
Shifting carefully, she reached down for her carry-on. The tuna can with propellers she’d caught in Norfolk was empty but for her and the pilot. Once he’d taxied to a halt, he turned and gave her a thumbs-up sign, which she returned with a vague gesture and an even vaguer smile.
She knew she had a great deal to think over, but her mind simply wouldn’t connect. Since she’d discovered the connection with VanDyke, she’d been in a tearing hurry to get home. Fate had played a hand. She’d been stuffing her gear into bags when she’d received a call from her father, asking her to come as soon as she was able to break away from the expedition.
Well, she’d broken away, she thought. In record time.
Since then, she’d done nothing but work and travel, catching snatches of sleep in between. She hoped VanDyke had already been informed she was thousands of miles from her post. She hoped he knew she’d thumbed her nose at him.
With her briefcase in one hand, the carry-on slung over her shoulder, she negotiated the narrow steps to the tarmac. Her knees wobbled, and she was grateful for the shaded glasses that cut the glare of the brilliant sun.
She saw them almost immediately, waving cheerfully while she waited for the pilot to unload her suitcase from cargo.
How little they changed, she mused. Maybe there was a touch more gray threading through her father’s hair, but they were both so straight and slim and handsome. Both of them were grinning like fools, holding hands while they waved manically.
Half of Tate’s travel fatigue drained just looking at them.
But what in the hell have you gotten yourselves into? she wondered. Secrets that couldn’t be shared over the phone. Plots and plans and adventures. That damned amulet, that damned wreck. The damned Lassiters.
It had been Ray’s enthusiasm about the possibility of hooking up with the Lassiters again that had weighed the scales in favor of Tate’s trip directly to Hatteras instead of to her own apartment in Charleston. She only hoped he’d listened to her and held off contacting Matthew. It was incomprehensible to her that any of them would want a repeat of that horrendous summer.
Well, she was here now, she told herself as she gripped the strap and rolled her suitcase behind her. And she would talk some sense into her wonderful, but naive, parents.
“Oh, honey. Honey, it’s so good to see you.” Marla’s arms came around her, gripped tight. “It’s been so long. Nearly a year this time.”
  
“I know. I’ve missed you.” On a laugh, she let her carry-on drop so that she could pull her father into the embrace. “I’ve missed both of you. Oh, and you look terrific.” Tearing up, she pulled back to take a long, close-up look. “Really terrific. Mom, you’ve changed your hair. It’s almost as short as mine used to be.”
“Do you like it?” Womanlike, Marla patted her sassily cropped do.
“It’s great. Totally now.” And so youthfully flattering, Tate wondered how this pretty, smooth-faced woman could be her mother.
“I’m doing so much gardening now. It always seemed to be in the way. Honey, you’re so thin. You’ve been working too hard.” Brow creased, she turned to her husband. “Ray, I told you she’s been working too hard.”
“You told me,” he agreed and rolled his eyes. “Over and over. How was the trip, baby?”
“Endless.” She rolled her shoulders to loosen them as they walked through the small terminal to where Ray had parked his jeep. Stifling a yawn, she shook her head. “The bottom line is, I’m here.”
“We’re glad you are.” Ray stowed the luggage in the back of the jeep. “We wanted you in on this trip, Tate, but I feel guilty knowing you resigned from your expedition. I know it was important to you.”
“Not as important as I thought.” She climbed into the back of the jeep, let her head fall back. She didn’t want to bring up VanDyke, and his connection. Not yet at least. “I’m glad I was part of it. I really admire the people I was working with, and I’d be thrilled to work with any of them again. And the whole process was fascinating. But it was impersonal. By the time any of the artifacts got to me, they’d been through so many other hands, it was almost like taking something out of a display case to examine.” Wearily, she moved her shoulders. “You understand?”
“Yes.” Because Marla had warned him, Ray repressed his need to rattle away about his own plans. Give her a little time, Marla had insisted. Take it slow.
  
“You’re home now,” Marla said. “The first thing you’re going to do is have a good, hot meal and a nap.”
“No argument. Once my head clears, I want to hear all about this idea of yours to go after the Isabella.”
“When you’ve read through my research,” Ray said cheerfully as he turned toward the village of Buxton, “you’ll see why I’m so eager to get started.” He opened his mouth to continue, noticed his wife’s warning glance and subsided. “After you’ve rested a bit, we’ll get it all together.”
“At least tell me what you found that started the ball rolling,” she began as he turned through a break in the pines and started up the sandy lane. “Oh, the azaleas are blooming.”
She was caught, leaning out the window to draw in the scent of pine and bay and blooms mixed with the aroma of water. It looked, as Tate remembered, like a fairy tale.
Marla had cleverly interspersed flowering shrubs among the trees, naturalized with spring and summer bulbs so that splashes and flows of color seemed gloriously wild and unplanned.
Near the two-story cedar house with its wide-screened porch, flower beds were only slightly more formal, with low-growing rock cress, sunny primroses and flowering sage giving way to nodding columbine and larkspur. Annuals and perennials thrived, while others waited for their season.
“You’ve started a rock garden,” Tate observed, craning her head when the jeep turned into a widened slot facing the sound.
“My new project. We’ve so much shade here I have to be very choosy. And you should see my herb bed around back by the kitchen.”
“Everything looks fabulous.” Tate stepped out of the jeep and looked at the house. “And it’s so quiet,” she said softly. “Just the water, the birds, the breeze through the pines. I don’t know how you ever leave it.”
“Whenever we come back from one of our little jaunts, we love it that much more.” Ray hefted her bags. “It’ll be a great place to retire.” He winked at his wife. “When we’re ready to grow up.”
“That’ll be the day.” More delighted than she’d imagined to be there, Tate started along the walking stones set into the gentle slope. “I suppose I’ll be ready for knitting or bingo long before either of—” She halted at the back door. The colorful hammock she’d bought her father during a trip to Tahiti was stretched in its usual patch of sun. But it was occupied. “You have company?”
“No, not company. Old friends.” Marla opened the screen door. “They arrived just before dusk last night. We’re loaded with weary travelers, aren’t we, Ray?”
“Got a full house.”
Tate could see little more than a mop of dark hair that flopped over mirrored glasses, a hint of a tanned, muscular body. It was enough to have her stomach clench into several painful knots.
“What old friends?” she asked in a carefully neutral tone.
“Buck and Matthew Lassiter.” Marla was already in the kitchen, checking the clam chowder she’d had heating for lunch. “And their shipmate, LaRue. An interesting character, isn’t he, Ray?”
“You bet.” Ray kept a bright smile on his face. He hadn’t gotten around to mentioning to Marla their daughter’s objection to the renewal of the old partnership. “You’ll get a kick out of him, Tate. I’m just going to put your things in your room.” And escape.
“Where’s Buck?” Tate asked her mother. Though she’d gone into the kitchen, she kept her eye on the hammock through the window.
“Oh, he’s around somewhere.” She sampled the chowder, nodded. “He looks so much better than he did the last time we saw him.”
“Drinking?”
“No. Not a drop since he’s been here. Sit down, honey. Let me fix you a bowl.”
“Not just yet.” Tate set her shoulders. “I think I’ll go out and renew acquaintances.”
“That’s nice. You tell Matthew his lunch is ready.”
  
“Right.” She intended to tell him a great deal more than that.
The sand and springy grass muffled her footsteps. Though she was certain she could have marched up with a brass band and he wouldn’t have stirred. The sunlight slanted over him. Beautifully, she thought, infuriated.
He was beautiful. No amount of resentment and disdain could deny it. His hair was mussed and obviously hadn’t seen a barber’s care for some time. In sleep his face was relaxed, that gorgeous mouth soft. It was a bit bonier than it had been eight years ago, she supposed, deepening the hollows of his cheeks. And that only added to the instant, sexual punch. His body was trim, muscled, and looked hard as granite with its covering of ripped jeans and faded T-shirt.
She let herself take a good long look, scrupulously monitoring her own reaction as she would monitor any lab experiment. An initial jump of the pulse, maybe, she judged. But that was only natural when a woman came across a stunning animal.
She was grateful to report that after that one visceral jolt, she felt nothing but annoyance, resentment and good, old-fashioned anger at finding him napping on her turf.
“Lassiter, you bastard.”
He didn’t stir; his chest continued to rise and fall rhythmically. With a grim smile, she planted her feet, took a good hold on the edge of the hammock. Putting her back into it, she heaved.
Matthew came awake halfway through the roll. He had a quick glimpse of the ground rushing up, threw his hands out instinctively to catch himself. He grunted when he hit, swore when a prickly needle of a thistle jabbed his thumb. Groggy and disoriented, he shook his head. Tossing his hair back, he shifted until he was sitting on the ground.
The first thing he saw were small, narrow feet encased in practical and well-worn walking boots. Then there were the legs. A lot of them. Long, feminine and wonderfully shaped in snug black leggings. Under different circumstances, he could have passed a great deal of time happily studying them.
  
Shifting his gaze a bit higher, he encountered a black shirt, mannish with its tail sweeping hips that were definitely not a man’s. Lovely breasts, high, adding a nice curve to the shirt.
Then the face.
The juices the body had stirred went directly to simmer.
She’d changed, unfairly, he thought. Gorgeously. Mouthwateringly. While she’d been fresh, lovely and sweet at twenty, the woman she’d become was heart-stopping.
Her skin was ivory, almost transparently pure with just a blush of rose. Her unpainted mouth was full, luscious, and set in a bad-tempered pout that had his own mouth going bone-dry. She’d let her hair grow, and it was swept back now in a no-nonsense ponytail that left that face unframed. Behind her shaded lenses, her eyes were hot with anger.
Realizing he was on the edge of gawking, Matthew unfolded himself. In defense, he tilted his head and offered a quick, careless smile.
“Hey, Red. Long time.”
“What the hell are you doing here, getting my parents tangled up in some ridiculous scheme?”
In a negligent move, he leaned on a tree. His knees were water. “Nice to see you, too,” he said dryly. “And you’ve got it backwards. Ray’s got the scheme. I’m going along for the ride.”
“Taking him for a ride more likely.” Disgust fountained up. It wasn’t possible to swallow all of it. “The partnership was dissolved eight years ago, and it’s going to stay that way. I want you to go back to whatever hole you climbed out of.”
“You running things around here now, Red?”
“I’ll do whatever I have to to protect my parents from you.”
“I never did anything to Ray or Marla.” He lifted a brow. “Or to you, for that matter. Though in that area I had plenty of opportunity.”
Her cheeks heated. She hated him for it, hated those damned glasses that hid his eyes and tossed her own reflection back at her. “I’m not a young girl with stars in her eyes now, Lassiter. I know exactly what you are. An opportunist with no sense of loyalty or responsibility. We don’t need you.”
“Ray thinks differently.”
“He’s softhearted.” She angled her chin. “I’m not. Maybe you’ve conned him into putting his money into some wild plan, but I’m here to put a stop to it. You’re not going to use him.”
“Is that how you see it? I’m using him?”
“You’re a born user.” She said it mildly, pleased with her control. “And when things get rough, you walk. Like you walked on Buck, leaving him in some hole-in-the-wall trailer park in Florida while you sailed off. I was there.” All but shimmering with resentment, she stepped closer. “Almost a year ago, I went to see him. I saw that sty you dropped him in. He was all alone, sick. There was barely any food. He said he couldn’t remember the last time you’d been there, that you were off diving somewhere.”
“That’s true enough.” He’d have sawed off his tongue with his own pride before he would have told her differently.
“He needed you, but you were too self-involved to give a damn. You left him to drink himself half to death. If my parents knew how callous, how cold you really are, they’d pitch you out on your ass.”
“But you know.”
“Yes, I know. I knew eight years ago when you were considerate enough to show me. That’s the only thing I owe you, Matthew, and I’ll pay you back by letting you have the chance to bow out of this business gracefully.”
“No deal.” He folded his arms. “I’m going after the Isabella, Tate, one way or the other. I’ve got my own debts to pay.”
“You won’t use my parents to pay them.” She turned on her heel and strode off.
Alone, Matthew gave himself a minute to let the storm of emotions settle. Slowly he sat on the hammock, braced his feet to keep it from rocking.
  
He hadn’t expected her to greet him with open arms and a sunny smile. But he hadn’t expected such complete and utter loathing. Dealing with it would be difficult, but necessary.
Yet that wasn’t the worst of it. Not by a long shot. He’d been so sure he was over her. She’d barely been more than a passing thought in his life for years. It was a jolt, an embarrassing, devastating jolt to realize that rather than being over her, he was desperately, foolishly in love with her.
Still.
Before Marla could repeat her offer of lunch, Tate had sailed through the kitchen, into the homey, cluttered living room, down the steps to the foyer and out the front door.
She needed to breathe.
At least she’d held on to her temper, she told herself as she stormed over the sandy soil toward the sound. She hadn’t decked him the way she’d wanted to. And she’d made her position crystal clear. She would see to it that Matthew Lassiter was packed and gone by nightfall.
Tate took another gulp of air as she stepped on the narrow dock. Moored there was the New Adventure, the forty-two-foot cruiser her parents had christened only two years before. She was a beauty, and though Tate had only managed one brief run on her, she knew the boat to be quick and agile.
She might have gone onboard, just to spend a few minutes alone with her anger, if there hadn’t been another boat on the other side of the pier.
She was frowning at it, its unusual lines and double-hull construction, when Buck came on deck.
“Ahoy there, pretty girl.”
“Ahoy yourself.” Grinning, she hurried onto the pier. “Permission to come aboard, sir.”
“Permission granted.” He laughed, holding out a hand as she leapt gracefully down.
She could see instantly that he’d lost some of the weight the bloat of drink and bad food had ballooned on him. His color was ruddy again, his eyes clear. When she hugged him, there was no stale scent of whiskey and sweat.
“It’s good to see you,” she told him. “You look renewed.”
“I’m getting by.” He shifted uncomfortably. “You know what they say, a day at a time.”
“I’m proud of you.” She pressed her cheek to his, but sensing his embarrassment, pulled back. “Well, tell me about this.” She spread her arms wide to encompass the boat. “How long have you had her?”
“Matthew finished her only a few days before we sailed up.”
Her smile faded; her arms dropped back to her sides. “Matthew?”
“He built her,” Buck said with pride ringing in every syllable. “Designed her, worked on her off and on for years.”
“Matthew designed and built this boat, himself?”
“Just about single-handed. I’ll show you around.” As he led her around the deck from bow to stern, he ran a commentary on the design, the stability, the speed. Every few minutes, his hand would run along a rail or fitting with affection.
“I gave him grief over her,” Buck admitted. “But the boy proved me wrong. We ran into a squall off of Georgia, and she took it like a lady.”
“Umm-hmm.”
“She carries two-hundred-gallon freshwater capacity,” he went on, bragging like a doting papa. “And storage, the way he set her out, she’s got as much as you find on a sixty-footer. Got twin motors, a hundred and forty-five shaft horsepower.”
“Sounds like he’s in a hurry,” she muttered. When she stepped into the pilothouse, her eyes widened. “God, Buck, the equipment.”
Stunned, she walked through, examining. Top-of-the-line sonar, depth finders, magnetometer. The cockpit held excellent and pricey navigational equipment, a radiotelephone, radio direction finder, a NavTex for offshore weather data and, to her complete amazement, an LCD-screen video plotter.
“The boy wanted the best.”
“Yes, but—” She wanted to ask how he’d paid for it, but was afraid the answer might be her parents. Instead she took a deep breath and promised to find the answer herself, later. “It’s quite a setup.”
The pilothouse boasted full visibility, access from starboard and port. There was a wide flat chart table, empty now, and glossy cabinets with brass fittings for storage. Even a settee berth with thick navy padding over wood had been built into a corner.
A far cry, she mused, from the Sea Devil.
“Come take a look at the cabins. Hell, guess I should call ’em staterooms. Got two of them, with heads. Sleep snug as a bug down there. And the galley’s one even your ma would be proud of.”
“Sure, I’d love to see. Buck,” she began as they exited to stern. “How long has Matthew been planning on going back to look for the Isabella?”
“Can’t say. Probably since we left the Marguerite. Ask me, it’s been preying on his mind all along. All he lacked was the time and the means.”
“The means,” Tate repeated. “Did he come into some money then?”
“LaRue bought in.”
“LaRue? Who—”
“Did I hear my name?”
Tate saw a figure at the base of the companionway. As she stepped down she made out a thin, nattily dressed man somewhere between forty and fifty. Gold winked out of his grin as he offered a hand to help her down.
“Ah, mademoiselle, my head spins.” He swept her hand up to his lips.
“Don’t pay this scrawny Canuk any mind, Tate. He thinks he’s a ladies’ man.”
“A man who reveres and appreciates women,” LaRue corrected. “I’m enchanted to meet you at last, and to have such beauty grace our humble home.”
At a glance, the neat, shipshape deckhouse looked anything but humble. Wood gleamed on the dining bar where colorfully padded stools stood waiting. Someone had hung framed charts, yellowed with age, on the walls. She was astonished to see a vase of fresh daffodils on a table.
“Guess it’s a big step up from the Sea Devil,” Buck commented.
“From Sea Devil to Mermaid.” LaRue grinned. “Can I offer you tea, mademoiselle?”
“No.” She was still blinking in shock. “Thanks. I have to get back. There are a number of things I have to talk over with my parents.”
“Ah, yes. Your father, he was thrilled that you would be going with us. Me, I’m delighted to know two such lovely ladies will be adding charm to the journey.”
“Tate’s not just a lady,” Buck said. “She’s a hell of a diver, a natural born treasure hunter, and she’s a scientist.”
“A woman of many talents,” LaRue murmured. “I’m humbled.”
Baffled, she stared at him. “You shipped with Matthew?”
“Indeed. It has been my trial to try to induce some culture into his life.”
Buck snorted. “Shit with an accent’s still shit. Begging your pardon, Tate.”
“I’ve got to get back,” she said again, dazed. “Nice to have met you, Mr. LaRue.”
“LaRue only.” He kissed her hand again. “A bientôt.”
Buck shouldered LaRue aside. “I’ll walk back with you a ways.”
“Thanks.” Tate waited until they were back on the pier and headed for shore. “Buck, you said Matthew’s been working on that boat on and off for years?”
“Yeah, whenever he had a little extra time or money. Musta done a dozen drawings and designs ’fore he settled on this one.”
“I see.” That kind of ambition, and tenacity, was more than she would have given him credit for. Unless . . .
“All right.” She put a friendly hand on his arm. “I hope you won’t take this the wrong way, but I’m not sure any of this is a good idea.”
  
“You mean us partnering up with Ray and Marla and going back?”
“Yes. Finding the Marguerite was practically a miracle. The odds of it happening twice are very dim. I know it took a long time for all of us to get over the disappointment before. I hate to see you, and my parents, go through all of it again.”
Buck paused to shove his glasses back into place. “I can’t say I’m happy about it myself.” Automatically, he reached down to rub the artificial leg. “Bad memories, bad luck. Matthew’s set, though. And I owe him.”
“That’s not true. He owes you. He owes you his life.”
“Maybe he did.” Buck grimaced. “Fact is, I made him pay for it. I didn’t save his father. Don’t know if I could have, but I didn’t. Never went after VanDyke. Don’t know what good it woulda done, but I didn’t. Then when my time came to pay, I didn’t take it like a man should.”
“Don’t talk like that.” She hooked a protective arm through his. “You’re doing wonderfully.”
“Now. For a couple of weeks. Don’t really make up for all the years between. I let the boy shoulder it all, the work and the blame.”
“He left you alone,” Tate said furiously. “He should have stayed by you. Supported you.”
“Done nothing but support me. Worked at a job he hated so I could have what I needed. I took it, used it and tossed it in his face every chance I got. I’m ashamed of that.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. The last time I came to see you—”
“I lied to you.” He stared down at his feet, knowing he had to risk her affection for his own self-respect. “I made it seem like he pushed me off, didn’t come around, didn’t do nothing for me. Maybe he didn’t come around much, but it’s hard to blame him. But he sent me money, took care of things best he could. Paid to have me in detox I don’t know how many times.”
“But I thought—”
“I wanted you to think. Wanted him to think it, too, ‘cause it was easier for me if everybody was miserable. He did the best he could.”
Far from convinced, she shook her head. “He should have stayed with you.”
“He did what he had to do,” Buck insisted, and Tate bowed to unshakable family loyalty.
“Regardless, this new brainstorm strikes me as being impulsive and dangerous. I’m going to do my best to talk my parents out of it. I hope you understand.”
“Can’t blame you for thinking twice about hooking up with the Lassiters again. You do what you have to do, Tate, but I’ll tell you, your daddy’s got the wind in his sails.”
“I’ll just have to change his course.”






 CHAPTER 15
B
UT THERE WERE times when the wind ran strong and true and defeated even the most determined sailor.
Tate tolerated Matthew’s presence at dinner. She made conversation with Buck and LaRue at the big chestnut table. She listened to their stories, laughed at their jokes.
Her heart simply wasn’t hard enough to spoil the celebratory mood, or dim the light of delight in her father’s eyes with cold, hard facts and logic.
Because she was sharp enough to notice her mother’s occasional looks of concern in her direction, Tate managed to be marginally polite to Matthew. Though she did her best to limit contact to the obligatory “pass the salt.”
When the meal was over, she maneuvered the situation in her favor by insisting on clearing up the dishes alone with her father.
“Bet you haven’t had a meal like that in a month of Sundays,” he commented, humming under his breath as he stacked dishes.
“In a year of Sundays. I’m sorry I had to pass on the pecan pie.”
“You’ll have some later. That LaRue’s something, isn’t he? Exchanging recipes with your mother one minute and arguing foreign policy the next with a side trip into baseball and eighteenth-century art.”
“He’s a regular Renaissance man,” she murmured. But she was holding out on judgment of him. Any friend of Matthew’s, she thought, required careful scrutiny. Even if he was interesting, well read and charming. Particularly if he was. “I haven’t figured out what he’s doing with Matthew.”
“Oh, I think they suit each other well enough.” Ray filled the sink with soapy water for the pots as Tate loaded the dishwasher. “Matthew’s always had a lot going for him, he’s just never had much chance to put it all to use.”
“I’d say he’s a man who knows how to make the most of an opportunity. Which is something I want to discuss with you.”
“The Isabella.” Sleeves pushed up, Ray began to attack pans in the sink. “We’re going to get to that, honey. Soon as everyone’s had a chance to settle in for the evening. I held off saying anything more to the rest until you got here.”
“Dad, I know how you felt when we found that virgin wreck eight years ago. I know how I felt, so I understand that you may think it’s a good idea to go back. But I’m not sure you’re considering all the details, the pitfalls.”
“I’ve thought of them a great deal over the years, and little else for the last nine months. We had our share of luck, good and bad, the last time. But we’ve got a hell of a lot more going for us this time around.”
“Dad.” Tate slipped another plate into the dishwasher, straightened. “If I have the right information, Buck hasn’t dived since his accident, and LaRue worked on ship as a cook. He’s never had on tanks in his life.”
“That’s all true. Maybe Buck won’t go under, but we can always use another hand on deck. As for LaRue, he’s willing to learn, and I have a feeling he’s a quick study.”
“There are six of us,” Tate went on, trying futilely to chip away at the optimism. “Only three of whom can dive. I haven’t done any serious diving myself in nearly two years.”
“Like riding a bike,” Ray said easily and set a pan aside to drain. “We need people to read and run the equipment in any case. Now we’ve got a professional marine archeologist on hand, not one in training.” He sent her a beaming smile. “Maybe you’ll do your thesis on this expedition.”
“I’m not concerned about my thesis right now,” she said, straining for patience. “I’m concerned about you. You and Mom have spent the last several years playing at hunting, Dad. Exploring established wrecks, pleasure diving, shell collecting. That’s nothing compared to the full out physical labor needed for something like you have in mind.”
“I’m in shape,” he told her, vaguely insulted. “I work out three times a week, dive regularly.”
Wrong tactic, she thought. “Okay. What about the expense? It could take months of your time, plus the cost of supplies, equipment. This isn’t a vacation you’re talking about, or a hobby. Who’s backing this venture?”
“Your mother and I are very stable financially.”
“Well.” Fighting temper, she snatched up a dishrag to swipe the counters. “That answers my last question. You’re putting your money on the line, which means you’re carrying the Lassiters.”
“It’s not a matter of carrying them, honey.” Genuinely puzzled, he pulled his hands out of the water and wiped them dry. “It’s a partnership, just like before. Any imbalance will be taken out of the profits once we salvage the wreck.”
“What if there isn’t any wreck?” she exploded. “I don’t care if you toss your last penny away on a dream. I want you to enjoy everything you’ve worked for. But how can I stand by while you let that self-serving, opportunistic bastard take you for a ride?”
“Tate.” Alarmed at the way her voice carried, he patted her on the shoulder. “I didn’t know you were upset. I thought when you said you were coming back, you were committing to the idea.”
“I came back to try to stop you from making a mistake.”
“I’m not making one.” His face closed up in the way she knew it could when he was hurt. “And there is a wreck. Matthew’s father knew it, I know it. The Isabella is there, and Angelique’s Curse is with her.”
“Not the amulet again.”
“Yes, the amulet again. That’s what James Lassiter was looking for, what Silas VanDyke wants, and what we’re going to have.”
“Why is it so important? This wreck, this necklace?”
“Because we lost something that summer, Tate,” he said quietly. “More than the fortune that thief stole from us. More even than Buck’s leg. We lost the joy in what we’d done, what we could do. We lost the magic of what could be. It’s time we got it back.”
She let out a sigh. How could she fight dreams? Didn’t she have her own, still? The museum she’d planned for, hoped for, most of her life. And someday she’d see it realized. Who was she to try to block her father’s one abiding wish?
“All right. We can go back, just the three of us.”
“The Lassiters are part of it now, just as they were then. And if anyone has a right to find that wreck, and that amulet, it’s Matthew.”
“Why?”
“Because it cost him a father.”
She didn’t want to think of that. She didn’t want to be able to visualize the young boy who had grieved helplessly over his dead father’s body.
“The amulet doesn’t mean any more to him than a means to an end, something to be sold to the highest bidder.”
“That’s for him to decide.”
“That makes him,” she corrected, “little better than VanDyke.”
“He hurt you that summer. Matthew.” Gently, Ray took her face in his hands. “I knew there was something between you, but I didn’t realize it had cut so deep.”
“This has nothing to do with that,” she insisted. “It has to do with who and what he is.”
“Eight years is a long time, honey. Maybe you should step back and take another look. In the meantime, there are things I need to show you, all of you. Let’s get everybody into my den.”
With reluctance, Tate joined the group in the warmly paneled room where her father did his research and wrote his articles for diving magazines. Deliberately, she moved to the opposite end of the room from Matthew and settled on the arm of her mother’s chair.
With the windows open to the scents and music of the sound, it was just cool enough to indulge in a quiet fire. Ray walked behind his desk, cleared his throat like a nervous lecturer about to begin his speech.
“I know you all are curious about what prompted me to begin this venture. All of us know what happened eight years ago, what we found and what we lost. Every time I’d dive after that, I’d think about it.”
“Brood about it,” Marla corrected with a smile.
Ray smiled back at her. “I couldn’t let it go. I thought I had for a time, but then something would remind me, and set me off again. One day I had the flu, and Marla wouldn’t let me out of bed. I passed the time with some television and happened across a documentary on salvaging. It was a wreck off Cape Horn, a rich one. And who was backing it, who was pulling in the glory, but Silas VanDyke.”
“Bastard,” Buck muttered. “Probably pirated that one, too.”
“Might have, but the point is, he’d decided to film the proceedings. He wasn’t on-camera much himself, but he did talk a little about some of the diving he’d done, other wrecks he’d discovered. The sonofabitch talked about the Santa Marguerite. He never bothered to mention it had already been found, excavated. The way he told it, he did it all, then being the generous soul he is, donated fifty percent of the proceeds to the government of Saint Kitts.”
“In bribes and kickbacks,” Matthew decided.
“It got my blood up. I started researching again right then and there. I figured he’d gotten one wreck, but he wasn’t going to get the other. I spent the better part of two years digging up every snatch of information I could find on the Isabella. No reference to that ship, that crew, that storm was too small or insignificant. That’s how I found it. Or, how I found two very vital pieces to the puzzle. A map, and a reference to Angelique’s Curse.”
Carefully, he lifted a book out of the top drawer. Its cover was tattered and held together by tape. Its pages were dry and yellowed.
“It’s falling apart,” Ray said unnecessarily. “I found it in a used-book store. A Sailor’s Life. It was written in 1846, by the great-grandson of a survivor of the Isabella.”
“But there were no survivors,” Tate put in. “That’s one of the reasons the wreck’s been so hard to find.”
“No recorded survivors.” Ray stroked the book as though it were a well-loved child. “According to this, stories and legends the author transcribed from his grandfather’s tales, Jos Baltazar washed ashore on the island of Nevis. He was a seaman on the Isabella, and he watched her go down as he clung half conscious to a plank probably from the wrecked Santa Marguerite. Matthew, I think your father had traced this same clue.”
“If that’s true, what was he doing in Australia?”
“He was following Angelique’s Curse.” Ray paused for effect. “But he was a generation too soon. A British aristocrat, Sir Arthur Minnefield, had acquired the amulet from a French merchant.”
“Minnefield.” Buck narrowed his eyes in concentration. “I remember seeing that name in James’s notes. The night before he died he told me he’d been looking in the wrong place. He said how VanDyke had it wrong, how that damned necklace had gotten around. That’s how he said it, ‘that damned necklace,’ and he was excited. When we were finished on the reef, he said how we were going to shake loose of VanDyke, turn the tables on him before he turned them on us. Said how we had to be careful of VanDyke and not move too fast. He had a lot more studying and figuring to do before we went after her.”
“My theory is he found another reference to the amulet, or to Baltazar.” Ray set the book carefully on his desk. “You see, the amulet didn’t go down on the reef, the ship did, Minnefield did, but Angelique’s Curse survived. Details are sketchy for the next thirty years. Maybe it washed up on the beach or someone found it while exploring the reefs. I can’t find any mention of it between 1706 and 1733. But Baltazar saw it around the neck of a young Spanish woman aboard the Isabella. He described it. He heard the legend, and he recounted it.”
Far from convinced, Tate folded her hands. “If there’s a reference to the amulet that places it on the Isabella, why hasn’t VanDyke found it, and gone after the Isabella himself?”
“He was dead sure it was in Australia,” Buck told her. “He was fired up about it, obsessed. He got it into his head James knew something more, dogged him about it.”
“And killed him for it,” Matthew said flatly. “VanDyke’s had teams working that wreck and that area for years.”
“But if my father found a reference that indicated the necklace was elsewhere,” Tate continued with stubborn logic, “and your father found a reference, it’s only reasonable that a man with VanDyke’s resources, and his greed, would have found it as well.”
“Maybe the amulet didn’t want him to find it.” LaRue spoke passively as he patiently rolled a cigarette.
“It’s an inanimate object,” Tate retorted.
“So is the Hope Diamond,” LaRue said. “The philosopher’s stone, the Ark of the Covenant. Yet the legends surrounding them are vital.”
“The operative word is ‘legend’ ”
“All those degrees made you cynical,” Matthew commented. “Too bad.”
“I think the point is,” Marla cut in, recognizing the warrior light in her daughter’s eyes, “that Ray has found something, not whether or not this amulet holds some sort of power.”
“Well put.” Ray rubbed the side of his nose. “Where was I? Baltazar was captivated by the amulet, even after word began to pass about the curse, and the crew became uneasy. He believed the ship was wrecked because of the curse, and that he survived to tell the tale. He told it well,” Ray added. “I’ve copied several pages of his reminiscences of the storm. You’ll see when you read them that it was a hellish battle against the elements, a hopeless one. Of these two ships, the Marguerite succumbed first. As the Isabella broke up, passengers and crew were swept into the sea. He claims to have seen the Spanish lady, the amulet like a jeweled anchor around her neck, go down. Of course, that tidbit might have been for artistic effect.”
Ray passed out copied pages. “In any case, he survived. The wind and the waves carried him away from land, from St. Kitts, or St. Christopher’s as it was known then. He’d given up all hope, lost his sense of time when he saw the outline of Nevis. He didn’t believe he could make it to shore as he was too weak to swim. But eventually he drifted in. A young native boy found him. He was delirious and near death for weeks. When he recovered, he had no desire to serve the Armada. Instead he let the world believe him dead. He remained on the island, married and passed down his stories of his adventures at sea.”
Ray took another paper from his pile. “And, he drew maps. A map,” Ray continued, “from an eyewitness who places the Isabella several degrees south-southeast from the wreck of the Marguerite. She’s there. Waiting.”
Matthew rose to take the map. It was crude, and sparse, but he recognized the points of reference—the whale’s tail of the peninsula of St. Kitts, the rising cone of Mount Nevis.
An old, almost forgotten need surged in him. The need to hunt. When he looked up, the grin he flashed was the one from his youth. Bold, reckless and irresistible.
“When do we leave?”
 
Tate couldn’t sleep. There was too much racing inside her head, swimming in her blood. She understood, and struggled to accept, that the momentum was out of her hands. There would be no stopping her father from taking on this quest. None of the logic nor the personal doubts she used would sway him from partnering with the Lassiters.
At least the timing worked. She’d just tossed an enormous career advancement aside for principle. That gave her some satisfaction. And it also gave her the opportunity to help launch the expedition for the Isabella.
  
At least if she was there, right on hand, she could keep her eye on everyone. Matthew in particular.
So she was thinking of him when she stepped outside to face the moon and the wind that washed through the top of the pines.
She had loved him once. Over the years, she’d told herself it had been merely a crush, a young woman’s infatuation with wild good looks and an adventurer’s heart.
But that was a coward’s lie.
She had loved him, Tate admitted, and tugged her jacket tighter against the night’s moist breeze. Or had loved the man she’d thought he was, and could be. Nothing and no one had embraced her heart so completely before him. Just as nothing and no one had ever broken it so totally, and so callously.
She tugged a leaf from a fragrant bay laurel, spun it under her nose as she walked toward the water. It was a night for reflections, she supposed. The moon, nearly full, rode a sky crowded with hot stars. The air was full of perfume and promise.
Once she would have been seduced by that alone. Before her romantic side had been sliced away. She considered herself fortunate that she could now appreciate the night for what it was, and not spin dreams around it.
In a way, she knew she had Matthew to thank for opening her eyes. Rudely, painfully, but he’d opened them. She understood now that princes and pirates were for young, foolish girls to dream of. She had more solid goals than that.
If she had to put those goals aside for a time, she would. Everything she was, everything she’d accomplished, she owed to her parents’ support and belief in her. There was nothing she wouldn’t do to protect them. Even if it meant working shoulder-to-shoulder with Matthew Lassiter.
She stopped near the water, downcurrent from where the boats were docked. Her parents had built up the bank here with duck weed and wild grasses to fight erosion. Always the water stole from the land. Always the land adjusted.
  
It was a good lesson, she supposed. Things had been stolen from her. She’d adjusted.
“It’s a nice spot, isn’t it?”
Tate’s shoulders tightened at the sound of his voice. She wondered how she hadn’t sensed him. But for a man who spent his life at sea, he moved quietly on land.
“I thought you’d gone to bed.”
“We’re bunked down in the boat.” He knew she didn’t want him beside her, so perversely he stepped forward until their shoulders nearly brushed. “Buck still snores like a freighter. Doesn’t bother LaRue. But then, he sleeps like a corpse.”
“Try earplugs.”
“I’ll just string a hammock out on deck. Like old times.”
“These are new times.” She took a bracing breath before she turned to him. As she’d expected, perhaps feared, he looked magnificent in the moonlight. Bold, exciting, even dangerous. How lucky she was that such traits no longer appealed to her. “And we’d better lay out the ground rules.”
“You were always more into rules than me.” To suit himself he sat on a bale of duck grass, patted the space beside him in invitation. “You go first.”
She ignored the invitation, and the half-empty bottle of beer he offered. “This is a business arrangement. As I understand it, my parents are fronting the bulk of the expenses. I intend to keep an accurate account of your share.”
Her voice still carried those lovely liquid vowels of the south, he mused, the consonants blurring like soft shadows. “Fine. Bookkeeping’s your department.”
“You will pay them back, Lassiter. Every penny.”
He took a swallow of beer. “I pay my debts.”
“I’ll see to it you pay this one.” She paused a moment before moving from one practical matter to another. The moon mirrored prettily on the calm water, but she paid no heed to it. “I understand you’re teaching LaRue to dive.”
“I’ve been working with him.” Matthew moved his shoulders. “He’s catching on.”
  
“Will Buck dive?”
Even in the shadows, she saw his eyes glint. “That’s up to him. I’m not pushing him.”
“I wouldn’t want you to.” She softened enough to move closer. “He matters to me. I—I’m glad he’s looking so well.”
“You’re glad he’s off the bottle.”
“Yes.”
“He’s been off it before. Lasted a whole month once.”
“Matthew.” Before she’d realized it, she laid a hand on his shoulder. “He’s trying.”
“Aren’t we all?” Abruptly, he grabbed her hand, tugged her down beside him. “I’m tired of looking up at you. Besides, I can see you better down here, in the moonlight. You always had a face for moonlight.”
“Personal rule,” she said briskly. “You keep your hands off me.”
“No problem. I don’t need the frostbite. You’ve sure chilled down over the years, Red.”
“I’ve simply developed a more discerning taste.”
“College men.” His smile was a sneer. “Always figured you’d go for the academic type.” Deliberately, he looked down at her hands, then back into her eyes. “No rings. How come?”
“Let’s keep our private lives private.”
“That’s not going to be easy, seeing as we’re going to be working in close quarters for some time.”
“We’ll manage. And as to working arrangements, when we dive, one member of your team goes down with a member of ours. I don’t trust you.”
“And you hid it so well,” he muttered. “That’s fine,” he continued. “That suits me. I like diving with you, Tate. You’re good luck.” He leaned back on his elbows, looked up at the stars. “It’s been a while since I dived in warm water. The North Atlantic’s a bitch. You learn to hate her.”
“Then why did you dive there?”
He slanted her a look. “Doesn’t that come under the heading of private?”
  
She looked away, cursing herself. “Yes, though it was professional curiosity that made me ask.”
So, he’d oblige her. “There’s money to be made salvaging metal wrecks. In case you haven’t heard, World War II played hell with ships.”
“I thought the metal you were interested in was gold.”
“Whatever pays, sweetheart. I’ve got a feeling this trip’s going to pay off big.” Because it pleased him almost as much as it hurt, he continued to study her profile.
“You’re not convinced.”
“No, I’m not. But I am convinced this is something my father needs to do. The Isabella and the Santa Marguerite have fascinated him for years.”
“And Angelique’s Curse.”
“Yes, from the moment he heard of it.”
“But you don’t believe in curses anymore. Or magic. I guess you educated it out of your system.”
She couldn’t have said why it stung to hear him say what was only the truth. “I believe the amulet exists, and knowing my father, that it was aboard the Isabella. Finding it will be another matter altogether. And its value will come from its age and its stones and the weight of its gold, not from some superstition.”
“There’s no more mermaid left in you, Tate.” He said it quietly, and stopped himself before his hand lifted to stroke her hair. “You used to remind me of something fanciful that was as much at home in the sea as in the air. With all sorts of secrets in your eyes, and endless possibilities shimmering around you.”
Her skin shivered, not from the nippy little breeze, but from heat. In defense, her voice was flat and cool. “I doubt very much if you had any sort of romantic flights of fancy where I was concerned. We’re both aware of what you thought of me.”
“I thought you were beautiful. And even more out of reach than you are right now.”
Hating the fact that such careless lies could make her pulse jump, she rose quickly. “It won’t work, Lassiter. I’m not along on this trip to amuse you. We’re business partners. Fifty-fifty since my father wants it that way.”
  
“Isn’t that interesting?” he murmured. He set the bottle down and rose slowly until they were toe to toe. Until he could smell her hair. Until his fingers throbbed with the memory of how her skin felt under them. “I still get to you, don’t I?”
“Your ego’s still in the same place.” She schooled her features to mild disdain. “Just below the button of your jeans. Tell you what, Lassiter, if things get a little tedious and I’m desperate enough to try anything to break the monotony, I’ll let you know. But until that unlikely event, try not to embarrass yourself.”
“I’m not embarrassed.” He grinned at her. “Just curious.” Hoping to loosen some of the knots in his gut, he sat again. “Any more rules, Red?”
She needed a minute before she could trust her voice. Somehow her heart had lodged in her throat. “If, by some miracle, we find the Isabella, I will, as marine archeologist, catalogue and assess and preserve all the artifacts. Everything gets logged, down to the last nail.”
“Fine. Might as well put those degrees to use.”
She bristled at his obvious lack of respect for her field.
“That’s just what I intend to do. Twenty percent of whatever we find will go to the government of Saint Kitts and Nevis. And though it’s only fair that it be put to a vote, I’ll set aside what artifacts I find appropriate to donate.”
“Twenty percent’s hefty, Red.”
“Try a little fame along with your fortune, Lassiter. If things work out as we hope, I’m going to negotiate with the government to establish a museum. The Beaumont-Lassiter Museum. If the wreck’s as rich as reputed, you can spare ten percent of your share and still not have to work another day in your life. It’ll keep you in shrimp and beer.”
Again he flashed a grin. “Still stewing over that sword. You surprise me.”
“As long as we keep our cards on the table, there won’t be any surprises. Those are my terms.”
“I can live with them.”
She nodded. “There’s one more. If we do find Angelique’s Curse, it goes to the museum.”
  
He picked up his beer, drained it. “No. You’ve had your terms, Tate. I’ve only got one of my own. The amulet’s mine.”
“Yours?” She would have laughed if her teeth hadn’t been clenched together. “You don’t have any stronger claim on it than the rest of us. Its potential value is tremendous.”
“Then you can assess it, catalogue it and deduct it from the rest of my take. But it’s mine.”
“For what?”
“To pay off a debt.” He rose, and the look in his eyes had her backing up a step before she could stop herself. “I’m going to wrap it around VanDyke’s neck, and strangle him with it.”
“That’s foolish.” Her voice shook. “Crazy.”
“That’s a fact. You live with that one, Tate, because that’s how it’s going to be. You’ve got your rules.” He cupped her chin in his hand and made her tremble. Not from the touch, not this time, but from the hot-blooded murder boiling in his eyes. “I’ve got mine.”
“You can’t expect any of us to stand by while you plan to kill someone.”
“I don’t expect anything.” He’d stopped expecting long ago. “It just wouldn’t be smart to get in my way. Now you’d better get some sleep. We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us.”
He was lost in the shadows of the trees almost immediately. To ward off the chill, Tate wrapped her arms tight around her body.
He’d meant it. She couldn’t pretend otherwise. But she could tell herself that he’d lose this thirst for revenge in the hunt.
The odds were they’d never find the Isabella. And if they did, the odds were even higher against finding the amulet.
For the first time, she prepared to go on an expedition hoping for failure.






 CHAPTER 16
I
T WAS BLISSFULLY easy to fall back into the old routine. Tate found herself pushing the purpose of the voyage to the back of her mind and simply enjoying the ride.
They left Hatteras Island behind on a bright spring morning with the seas at a light chop. The wind was just brisk enough for a jacket and she’d pulled her hair through the hole in the back of a Durham Bulls baseball cap. At her father’s insistence, she had first shift at the wheel. And took the Atlantic.
They sailed toward Ocracoke with its pirate ghosts, waving at passengers on a passing ferry as seagulls swooped and called in their wake. Then land became a shadow to the west, and there was only sea.
“How’s it feel, Skipper?” Ray slipped in behind her, hugging an arm over her shoulders.
“It feels good.” Tate lifted her face to the wind that rushed through the partially open windows of the bridge. “I guess I’ve been a passenger too long.”
“Sometimes your mother and I will hop aboard and sail to nowhere for a day or two. I’ve enjoyed that.” Eyes on the horizon, he sighed deeply. “But it sure feels good to be sailing to somewhere. I’ve been wanting this for a long time.”
  
“I guess I thought you’d put the Isabella, and all of it, pretty much behind you. I didn’t realize how much you still wanted her.”
“I didn’t either, really.” Out of habit, he checked the course. She, the boat and his daughter, was right on the mark. “After we lost the Marguerite, and you went off to college, I just drifted awhile. It seemed like the right thing to do. I felt so helpless about Buck. He and Matthew off in Chicago, and Buck just wouldn’t let me connect.”
“I know that hurt you,” she murmured. “You’d gotten so close that summer.”
“He lost a leg. I lost a friend. All of us lost a fortune. Neither Buck nor I handled it very well.”
“You did the best you could,” Tate corrected. She had lost her heart, she thought, and she, too, had done the best she could.
“I never knew what to say, or what to do. Sometimes I’d pop one of the videos your mother had taken during those months—watch and remember. It got easier to just drop a letter in the mail now and again. Matthew never let on how bad it was. We might never have found out if we hadn’t taken a trip to Florida and gone by the trailer.”
He shook his head, remembering what a shock it had been to see his friend drunk, stumbling around a filthy trailer, surrounded by trash, covered in shame.
“The boy should have told us what a bind he was in.”
“Matthew?” She glanced back in surprise. “It sounds to me as if Buck was the one in trouble. Matthew should have stayed and taken care of him.”
“If he’d stayed, he couldn’t have taken care of Buck. He had to work, Tate. Hell, money doesn’t just float in on the tide. It must have taken him years to pay off the medical bills. Fact is, I doubt he’s managed it yet.”
“There are programs for people in Buck’s situation. Subsidies, assistance.”
“Not for people like Matthew. He’d ask for a loan, but never a handout.”
Disturbed by the idea, she frowned. “That’s stupid pride.”
“Pride, anyway,” Ray agreed. “It was after I saw Buck again that the Isabella started preying on my mind. I couldn’t shake it. All those what ifs. So I went back over my old research, started new.”
He looked far out, toward something she couldn’t see. Or had forgotten to look for. “I guess I started thinking if I could find some new clue, it would be a way to pay Buck back for what he’d lost as my partner.”
“Dad, that was no one’s fault.”
“Not a matter of blame, honey. A matter of what’s right. It’s come full circle, Tate. Something tells me it was supposed to.” Shaking off the mood, he smiled down at her. “I know, it’s not logical.”
“You don’t have to be logical.” She rose on her toes to kiss him. “I’ll take care of that part.”
“And your mother’ll keep things shipshape.” Over the memories, the old excitement began to brew. “We make a good team, Tate.”
“Always did.”
“Mermaid off the port bow,” he murmured.
So it was, Tate saw. She had to admit, it was a stunner of a boat. Those twin hulls cut through the water like diamonds through glass. Though the sun tossed light from the windows of the pilothouse, she could make out Matthew at the helm.
He pulled alongside until there was barely ten feet between them. She saw him turn his head in her direction, and sensed his challenging grin.
“Looks like he wants a race,” Ray said.
“Oh, does he?” Planting her feet a bit farther apart, she gripped the throttle. “Well, we’ll just give him one.”
“That’s my girl.” With a hoot, he raced from the bridge, calling for Marla.
“Okay, Lassiter,” Tate muttered to herself. “You’re on.”
She punched the throttle, turning the wheel to give him her wake. The thrill of the competition had her laughing out loud as she felt the power hum under her hands. The New Adventure wasn’t any Sunday crusier, and with the Atlantic spread before her, Tate let it have its head.
At twelve knots, it was purring.
  
It didn’t surprise her to see the Mermaid coming alongside. She wanted a run. When their bows were even, she shot forward again, sprinting to fifteen knots.
Again he crept steadily even with her, and again, Tate pumped her speed until his bow trailed her stern. In lieu of thumbing her nose, Tate rocked the wheel so that her boat danced. She was chuckling to herself, feeling smug until the Mermaid shot by like a bullet.
By the time she’d closed her mouth, he was fifty feet ahead. She bore down, took her engines to full. Her mother’s wild, appreciative laughter swam up from the bow. Infectious, it had Tate giggling as she gained ground. But try as she might, she couldn’t match the Mermaid.
“That’s some boat,” she said to herself. “Hell of a boat.”
And though she knew she should be insulted when Matthew maneuvered a wide circle and came up alongside again, she wasn’t.
Damn him, he made her smile.
 
On the evening of their third day, they moored at Freeport, just ahead of a storm that swept in thundering rain and choppy seas. A group dinner was planned aboard the Mermaid with LaRue’s shrimp jambalaya as the centerpiece.
By the time second helpings were being dispensed, LaRue and Marla were deep into cooking theories while Buck and Ray fell back into their old habit of arguing baseball. Since neither topic fell into Tate’s area of expertise, she found herself uncomfortably paired with Matthew.
Because silence seemed cowardly, Tate turned to ingrained Southern manners. “I’d forgotten you were interested in boatbuilding,” she began. “Buck said you designed the Mermaid yourself.”
“Yeah. I toyed with a few designs over the years. This one worked for me.” He scooped up more stew. “I guess I always figured I’d go back.”
“Did you? Why?”
His eyes shot up to hers, held. “Because I never finished what I started. You must have thought about it now and again.”
  
“Not really.” Manners aside, lies were safer. “I’ve been busy with other things.”
“Looks like college suited you.” She’d taken to wearing her hair in one fat braid that trailed down her back, he noted. That, too, suited her. “I hear we’ll be calling you ‘Doctor’ Beaumont before long.”
“I have some work to do yet.”
“You earned a pretty good rep on that Smithsonian thing a couple years ago.” Her surprised look made him shrug. “Ray and Marla passed things along.” There wasn’t any point in mentioning that he’d gotten a copy of the magazine and read the five-page article twice. “They were jazzed about the idea of you identifying artifacts from some ancient Greek ship.”
“I was hardly in charge. I was part of a team. Hayden Deel headed the archeological end. He was a professor of mine,” she added. “He’s brilliant. I was with him on the Nomad, my last assignment.”
“I heard about that, too.” It grated that she’d been a part of a VanDyke operation. “A sidewheeler.”
“That’s right. The depths were too great for diving. We used computers and robotics.” Comfortable with shop talk, she rested her chin on her fist. “We have incredible film of plant and animal colonization.”
“Sounds like a barrel of fun.”
“It was a scientific expedition,” she said coolly. “Fun wasn’t a prerequisite. The equipment that was devised to search for and excavate the Justine was stunningly successful. We had a team of top scientists and technicians. And,” she added with a bite, “beyond the scientific value and knowledge, we mined gold. That, I’m sure, you’d understand. A fortune in gold coins and bars.”
“So, VanDyke gets richer.”
He knew, she realized, and felt her face go cold, stiff. “That’s beside the point. The scientific and historic benefit outweighs—”
“Bullshit. Nothing VanDyke does is beside the point.” It infuriated him that she should have changed so much to believe it. “Don’t you care who writes your paycheck?”
“SeaSearch—”
  
“VanDyke owns Trident, which owns Poseidon, which owns SeaSearch.” Sneering, he lifted his glass of red wine, toasted. “I’m sure VanDyke’s happy with your work.”
For a moment, she could only stare. It felt as though a fist had plunged into her stomach. That he would think so little of her, of her character, and of her heart, hurt more than she had believed it could. She could see herself standing dripping and defiant, facing VanDyke on his own yacht. And she remembered the fury, the fear, and the terrible sense of loss.
Saying nothing, she pushed away from the table and walked out into the rain. On a muttered oath, Matthew shoved his bowl aside and went after her.
“Is this how you handle things now when somebody puts a mirror up to your face, Red? Walk away?”
She stood at the starboard rail, gripping it tight while the rain poured over her. To the north, lightning cracked the sky.
“I didn’t know.”
“Right.”
“I didn’t know,” she repeated. “Not when I signed on. If I had, I wouldn’t . . . I would never have been a part of anything connected with VanDyke. I wanted to work with Hayden again, to be a part of something big and important. So I never looked beyond the opportunity.” She was ashamed now, as she hadn’t been when the anger and resentment had been so huge. “I should have.”
“Why? You had a chance, you took it. That’s the way things work.” He hooked his thumbs in his pockets to keep himself from touching her. “You made your choices, and so what? Bottom line is VanDyke’s not your fight anyway.”
“The hell he isn’t.” Fresh fury had her whirling around. Rain streamed from her hair and face. Thunder grumbled in the distance. “He isn’t your personal demon, Matthew, whatever you think. He took from all of us.”
“So you took something back from him. You earned a little fame and fortune on the Nomad. Like you said, you don’t care who paid for it.”
  
“Goddamn you, Lassiter, I said I didn’t know. The minute I found out, the minute I realized he’d arranged to have me on the ship, I packed up and left.”
“You packed up and left because you were afraid I’d take advantage of your parents. Don’t pull this crap, Tate. I know he called you, told you what was going down. You were on Hatteras in record time.”
“That’s right, and one of the reasons I could be was because I’d already tendered my resignation and arranged for transport. The hell with you,” she said wearily. “I don’t have to prove anything to you. I don’t have to justify anything to you.”
But she realized she had to justify it to herself. Impatient, she pushed dripping hair back from her face. “I thought I’d gotten the assignment because Hayden had recommended me.”
A little kernel of jealousy glowed green just under his heart. “You and this Hayden got a thing going?”
“He’s a colleague,” she said between her teeth. “A friend. He told me that my name was on the approved list before it got to him.”
“So?”
“Follow the logic, Lassiter. I did. Why would someone have done that? I wanted to know why, and who, and I found out. VanDyke chose me. He didn’t strike me as a man who forgets. How many Tate Beaumonts with a master’s in marine archeology do you figure are out there?”
Because it was starting to make sense, he began to feel like a fool. “At a guess, I’d say one.”
“Right.” She turned back to the rail. “He had to know who I was,” she said quietly. “And he wanted me on the Nomad. Whether you believe me or not, I was leaving the expedition before my father contacted me.”
He let out a long breath, rubbed his hands over his wet face. “I believe you. Maybe I was out of line, but I was steamed over the idea that you’d work for him just to build your rep.” The quick, cold look she shot over her shoulder had him feeling like a worm. “I said I was out of line. I should have known better.”
“Yes, you should have known better.” Now she sighed. Why should he have trusted? she asked herself. They didn’t really know each other anymore. “It doesn’t matter. I’m glad we cleared the air about it, anyway. I’ve been stewing over it. I don’t like knowing he’d used me. I like knowing less he’s been looking over my shoulder all these years.”
It was a possibility that hadn’t occurred to him. As it took root, the violent emotion that bloomed from it dimmed jealousy. He gripped her arms, lifting her to her toes. “Did he ever contact you, try anything?”
“No.” To keep her balance, Tate splayed her hands on Matthew’s chest. Rain beat down on them in fat, warm drops. “I haven’t seen him since the day he threatened to have us shot. But obviously, he’s kept track of me. My first postgraduate expedition was for Poseidon, in the Red Sea. For Poseidon,” she repeated. “And now I have to wonder how many projects I’ve been involved with he’s had a hand in. How many doors he opened for me, and why.”
“Why’s easy. He saw you had potential, and he could use it.” He recognized the look on her face and gave her a quick shake. “He wouldn’t have opened a door if he hadn’t been sure you could have done it for yourself. He doesn’t do favors, Red. You got where you are because you’re smart and went after what you wanted.”
“Maybe. But that doesn’t change the fact that he’s been there, behind the scenes.”
“No, it doesn’t.” His grip had gentled. He hadn’t forgotten he was holding her. It crossed his mind that she was upset enough that she might not freeze if he drew her to him. Instead, he ran his hands from her shoulders to her wrists. And let her go. “There’s something else to consider.”
“What?” Distracted, she fought off a shiver. That small, careless gesture had been so familiar.
“If he knew you were aboard the Nomad, he knows you left. By now, he knows you’ve teamed up with me again, and where we’re going.”
She was cold now, icily so. “What are we going to do about it?”
  
“We’re going to beat him.”
“How?” She turned away again, clamped her hands on the wet rail. “He has the resources, the contacts, the means.” And he would, she realized as her insides quaked, use her to get to Matthew. “Our best hope is to throw him off track. If I left, went back to the Nomad, or someplace, anyplace else, he might follow my trail. I could even leak something about your talking my parents into a wild-goose chase toward Anguilla, or Martinique.” She spun back. “I could lead him away.”
“No. We stick together.”
“It only makes sense, Matthew. If he respects me professionally, wouldn’t he believe that if I had no interest in this hunt, there wasn’t anything to it? He’d be more likely to leave you alone.”
“We stick together,” he repeated. “And we beat him together. Face it, Tate, we need each other.” He took her arm and pulled her with him.
“Where are you going?”
“We’re going to the bridge. There’s something I want to show you.”
“We need to tell the others about this. I should have told them before.” She clattered up the short flight of stairs. “Everyone has a right to input, to the decision.”
“The decision’s made.”
“You’re not in charge here, Lassiter.”
He kicked the door shut behind him, grabbed a jacket off a hook. “If you think anyone’s going to vote that you go off on your own, you’re not as smart as you look. Put this on.” He tossed the jacket at her. “You’re shivering.”
“I’m angry,” she corrected, but jammed her arms into the windbreaker. “I’m not going to let VanDyke use me to hurt you.”
He stopped in the process of pouring the brandy he’d taken from a cupboard. “I wouldn’t think that would bother you.”
She angled her chin. “I don’t mind seeing you hurt, but I’d prefer doing it myself, not as someone’s tool.”
His lips curved. He brought her a stubby glass with two fingers of brandy. “You know, Red, you always did look terrific wet, especially when you were indignant on top of it. The way you are now.” He clinked his glass to hers. “I know you’d like to slice me up and use me for chum. Just like I know you’ll wait until the job’s done.”
“I wouldn’t use you for chum, Lassiter.” With a smile, she sipped the brandy. “I have too much respect for fish.”
He laughed, and threw her off balance by giving her wet braid a quick, friendly tug. “You know what you have, Tate, besides a good brain, a fierce sense of loyalty and a stubborn chin?”
She moved her shoulders and walked over to stand at the wheel and watch the rain.
“Integrity,” he murmured. “It flatters you.”
Closing her eyes, she fought off a wave of emotion. He still had a way of sneaking past any defense and seducing the heart of her. “It sounds as though you’re flattering me, Matthew.” Steadying, she turned to face him again. “Why?”
“Just calling it as I see it, Tate. And wondering if, with all those other fine virtues, you’ve managed to hang on to that shining sense of curiosity and empathy that made you special.”
“I was never special to you.”
“Yes, you were.” He shrugged again to cover the painful truth. “If you hadn’t been, you wouldn’t have left Saint Kitts a virgin.”
Color rose in her cheeks like flags of war. “Why, you arrogant, conceited bastard.”
“Facts are facts,” he countered, pleased that he’d distracted her from her worry over VanDyke. Setting his brandy aside, he crouched to open a storage compartment under a padded bench. “Stay put,” he said mildly when she headed for the door. “You’ll want to see this. And believe me . . .” Still crouched, he glanced over his shoulder at her. “I’m not interested in seducing you. At least not right now.”
Tate’s fingers tightened on the glass she’d neglected to set down. It was a pity, she thought, that there were only a few drops left in it. Not enough to make an impression if she poured them over his head.
  
“Lassiter, you’ve got as much chance of seducing me as a rabid skunk does of becoming my favored pet. And there’s nothing you could have that I want to see.”
“A few pages of Angelique Maunoir’s diary.”
It stopped her in her tracks, her hand on the door. “Angelique Maunoir. Angelique’s Curse.”
“VanDyke has the original diary. He tracked it down almost twenty years ago and had it translated.” Matthew took a small metal box from the compartment and straightened. “I heard him tell my father he traced the descendants of Angelique’s maid. Most of them were in Brittany. That’s where the legend started. It was VanDyke’s father who told him about it. Import-export, shipping, lots of tales and legends get passed around in those types of industries. And they had a personal interest as they were supposed to be some distant relations to Angelique’s father-in-law. That’s why VanDyke considers the amulet his.”
Though he realized she was staring at the box, Matthew sat, set it in his lap. “VanDyke liked the idea of being descended from a count, even one, or maybe especially one, with an unsavory reputation. The way VanDyke told it, the count got the amulet back. He had to kill the maid to do it, but she was only a maid. He still had it when he died, quite miserably, I imagine, of syphilis a year later.”
Tate moistened her lips. She didn’t want to be fascinated. “If you knew all this, why didn’t you tell us before?”
“Some I knew, some I didn’t. My father talked to Buck, and Buck kept most of it to himself. He kept most of my father’s papers to himself, too. I didn’t come across them until a couple of years ago when he was in rehab and I was shoveling out the trailer. The whole business spooked him.”
Matthew watched her as he tapped a finger on the box. “See the problem was VanDyke told my father too much. Arrogance made him careless. I imagine he thought he was close to finding the amulet, and he wanted to gloat. He told my father how he’d traced the amulet through the count’s family. Several of whom died young and violently. Those who lived suffered poverty. The amulet was sold, began its journey and developed its reputation.”
“How did your father copy pages of the diary?”
“According to his journal, he was worried about VanDyke. He suspected a double-cross, or worse, and decided to do some research on his own. He had a chance when winter set in and they had to take a break from diving. He used the time to work on his own. That’s when he must have come across the Isabella. His notes were cryptic after that. Maybe he was worried VanDyke would find them.”
The old frustration came back, rough around his heart. “It’s mostly speculation, Tate. I was a kid, there was a lot he didn’t tell me. Shit, he didn’t tell me anything. Putting it together is like trying to put him together. And I’m not even sure I knew who he was.”
“Matthew.” Her voice was gentle now. Drawn, she went to sit beside him, lay a hand over his. “You were only a boy. You can’t blame yourself for not having a clear picture.”
He stared at their hands, hers narrow and white, his beneath it big, scarred and rough. That, he supposed, illustrated the difference between them as well as anything could.
“I didn’t know what he was planning. I guess I knew something was going on. I know I didn’t want him to go down with VanDyke that day. I’d heard them going at each other the night before. I asked him not to dive, or at least to let me go with him. He just laughed it off.”
He shook off the memory. “But that doesn’t answer your question. The best I can piece together is that my father got into VanDyke’s cabin and searched it. He found the diary and copied down the relevant pages. It couldn’t have been long before he died, because that’s part of what they were arguing about. The diary, the amulet.”
“Why are you telling me this, Matthew? Why go back over something so painful that can’t be changed?”
“Because I know you won’t stay because I tell you to.”
She withdrew her hand. “So it’s a play on my sympathies.”
  
“It’s background. Scientists need background, facts and theories, right? I know you don’t believe we’ll find the Isabella.” His gaze held hers, measuring. “You’re not convinced we’ll ever find the amulet, or, if we do, that it’s anything but an interesting and valuable piece of antique jewelry.”
“All right, that’s true. Nothing you’ve told me convinces me otherwise. I understand why you need to believe, but it doesn’t change the facts.”
“But we’re not hunting facts, Tate.” He opened the box and handed her papers covered with cramped, hurried writing. “I don’t think you’ve forgotten that. If you have, maybe this will remind you.”
October 9, 1553
In the morning they will kill me. I have only one night left on earth, and spend it alone. They have taken even my dear Colette from me. Though she went weeping, it is for the best. Not even her prayers, as pure and selfless as they are, can aid me now, and she would have suffered needlessly in this cell, waiting for dawn. Companionship. I have already learned to live without it. With Etienne’s death six long weeks ago, I lost not only my dearest companion, my love, my joy, but also my protector.
They say I poisoned him, plying him with one of my witch brews. What fools they are. I would have given my life for his. Indeed, I am doing so. His illness was deep within, and beyond my powers to cure. So quickly it came on him, so violently, the fever, the pain. No potion, no prayer I devised could halt his death. And I as his wife am condemned. I, who once treated the ills and suffering of the village, am reviled as a murderess. And a witch. Those whose fevers I cooled, whose pains I eased have turned against me, shouting for my death like beasts howling at the moon.
It is the count who leads them. Etienne’s father who hates and desires me. Does he watch from his castle window as they build the pyre that will be my deathbed? I’m sure he does with his greedy eyes glinting and his thin, wicked fingers twisted in prayer. Though I will burn tomorrow, he will burn for eternity. A small but useful revenge.
If I had succumbed to him, if I had betrayed my love even after his death and gone to the bed of Etienne’s father, perhaps I would live. So he promised me. I have faced the tortures of this damnable Christian court with more joy than that.
I hear my jailers laughing. They are drunk with the excitement of tomorrow. But they do not laugh when they come into my cell. Their eyes are wide and frightened as they fork their fingers in the sign against witchcraft. Such fools to believe that such a small, pitiful gesture could stop true power.
They have cut my hair. Etienne often called it his angel fire and ran his fingers through its length. It was my vanity, and even that is stripped from me. My flesh is wasting on my bones from sickness, scarred from their relentless tortures. For this one night, they will leave me in peace. That is their mistake.
However weak my body now, my heart grows stronger. I will be with Etienne soon. And that is comfort. I no longer weep at the thought of leaving a world that has become cruel, that uses God’s name to torture and condemn and murder. I will face the flames, and I swear on Etienne’s soul that I will not cry out for mercy from the merciless or call out to the God they use to destroy me.
Colette has smuggled the amulet to me. They will find it and steal it, of course. But for tonight I wear it around my neck, the heavy gold chain, its bright tear-shaped ruby framed in more gold and etched with Etienne’s name and mine, studded with more rubies and diamonds. Blood and tears. I close my hand around it and feel Etienne close to me, see his face.
And with it, I curse the fates that killed us, that will kill the child only I and Colette know stirs within me. A child who will never know life, with its pleasures and its pains.
For Etienne and our child I gather what strength I have, I call on whatever forces listen, loose whatever power I hold. May those who condemn me suffer as we have suffered. May those who would take from me all that I value never know joy. I curse whoever wrests this amulet from me, this last earthly link between myself and my love. I pray to all the forces of heaven and hell that he who takes this, Etienne’s last gift to me, know strife and pain and tragedy. He who seeks to profit will only lose what is most precious, most dear. My legacy to my murderers and those who follow them is generations of grief.
Tomorrow they burn me as a witch. I pray they are right, and my powers, like my love, are enduring.
Angelique Maunoir
Tate couldn’t speak for a moment. She handed Matthew back the papers and rose to go to the window. The rain had slowed, nearly stopped without her being aware.
“She was so alone,” Tate murmured. “How cruel for her to be in that cell knowing she would die so horribly in the morning. Still grieving for the man she loved, not being able to feel joy for the child she carried. No wonder she prayed for retribution.”
“But did she get it?”
With a shake of her head, Tate turned to see he had risen as well and was standing with her. Her eyes were wet. The words written so long ago tore at her heart. But when Matthew lifted a hand and laid it on her damp cheek, she jerked back.
“Don’t.” She watched his eyes go flat before she stepped away. “I stopped believing in magic, black or white, a long time ago. The necklace was obviously vitally important to Angelique, a link to the man she’d loved. A curse is a different matter altogether.”
“Funny, I’d have thought someone who spends her time handling and researching old things would have more imagination. Haven’t you ever picked up something that had been buried for centuries and felt the punch of it? The power.”
She had. Indeed she had. “My point is,” she continued, evading, “that I’m convinced. We stick together, beat him together. We do whatever it takes to keep the amulet out of VanDyke’s hands.”
Matthew acknowledged this with a nod that was much more casual than his jerking pulse. “That’s the answer I wanted. I’d offer to shake on it, but you don’t like me to touch you.”
“No, I don’t.” She started to step around him, but he shifted to block her. Her eyes went cold. “Really, Matthew, let’s not be any more ridiculous than necessary.”
“When we start diving, you’re going to have to tolerate me touching you when it’s necessary.”
“I can work with you. Just don’t crowd me.”
“That’s what you used to say.” He moved back, gestured. “There’s plenty of room.”
She took advantage of it and crossed to the door. She shrugged out of the borrowed windbreaker, replaced it on its hook. “I appreciate your showing me the papers, Matthew, and giving me more of the background.”
“We’re partners.”
She glanced back. Odd how alone he looked standing there with the wheel at his back and the sea behind him. “So it seems. Good night.”






 CHAPTER 17
S
ILAS VANDYKE WAS extremely disappointed. The reports he’d just read had completely ruined his morning. He tried to recapture some of the charm of the day by having lunch on his patio overlooking the sea.
It was certainly a spectacular spot, the crash of waves thundering, Chopin soaring from the speakers hidden cannily among the lush spread of his tropical gardens. He sipped champagne and picked at a succulent fruit salad, knowing his companion of the moment would be back from her shopping expedition shortly.
Naturally, she’d be willing to distract him with an afternoon of sex. But he simply wasn’t in the mood.
He was calm, he assured himself. Still in charge. He was simply disappointed.
Tate Beaumont had betrayed him. He took it quite personally. After all, he’d watched her blossom as any of his well-tended blooms. Like a kindly uncle, he’d given her career little boosts along the way. Always anonymously, of course. He hadn’t been looking for gratitude.
Just loyalty.
Her work on the Nomad would have catapulted her to the very top of her field. With her looks, her enthusiasm, her youth, she would have outstripped such quietly respected scientists as Hayden Deel. Then, when she was at peak, he would have stepped out of the shadows and offered her the world.
She would have headed his expeditions. His labs, his funding, his finest equipment would have been at her disposal. She would have joined him in his quest for Angelique’s Curse. Since that day eight years before, when she had stood on the deck of the Triumphant, he had known intuitively that she was his link to it. Over the years, he’d come to realize that the fates had put her in his path as a sign, a symbol. And he had kept her there, patiently waiting for the moment to come.
With her, he would have succeeded. He was sure of it.
But she had betrayed him. Left her post.
Betrayed him.
His teeth clenched and sweat popped out hot on his skin. Fury hazed his vision, overtook him so that he hurled the crystal over the seawall, heaved the table so that china and silver and luscious fruit smashed and splattered onto the patio.
Payment, there would be payment. Desertion was a highly punishable offense. A killing offense. His nails dug red welts into his palms. She would have to pay for that, and more, for the bad taste of aligning herself once more with his enemies.
They thought they’d outwitted him, VanDyke raged as he stalked the patio, yanked a creamy hibiscus from the bush beside him. Their mistake, of course. Tate’s mistake.
She owed him loyalty, and he would have it. He demanded it. A feral grin on his lips, he ripped the delicate blossom. Then he ripped off more, still more, until the bush and his beautiful suit were in tatters.
Panting, his head swimming with the volcanic fury inside him, he yanked himself back. As his vision cleared, he saw the shattered remains of his elegant lunch, the ruin of his possessions. His head ached abominably, and his hands were raw.
He couldn’t quite remember causing the destruction, only the black cloud that had smothered him.
  
For how long? he wondered in jittering panic. For how long had he been lost?
He looked desperately at his watch, winking gold on his wrist, but he couldn’t remember when the mood had taken him away.
It didn’t matter, he soothed himself. The servants would say nothing, would think nothing but what he ordered them to think. In any case, he hadn’t caused this nasty destruction of food and china.
It was they who had caused the destruction, he reminded himself. The Lassiters. The Beaumonts. He’d simply reacted, perhaps a bit rashly, to his keen disappointment. But he’d cleared his mind again. As he always did. As he always would.
Now that he was calm, he would think, and he would plan. He’d give them time, he decided. He’d give them room. Then, he’d destroy them. This time, he would destroy them utterly for causing him to lose his dignity.
He would have control, VanDyke told himself, breathing slow and deep. His father had not been able to control his mother. His mother had been unable to control herself.
But he had learned strength and will.
It was slipping now, and he feared that the way a child fears the monsters in the closet. There were monsters, he remembered, and had to force himself to stop his eyes from darting in search of them. The monsters in the dark, the monsters in the doubt. In failure.
He was losing the control over self that he had fought so hard to develop.
Angelique’s Curse. He knew now, was sure now, that the amulet was the answer. With it, he would be strong, fearless, powerful. He believed the witch had put her soul into it. Oh yes, he believed that now, and wondered why he had ever doubted it, ever considered it simply a valuable, much-desired trinket.
It was his destiny, of course. He laughed a little, taking a linen handkerchief from his pocket with a trembling hand to wipe his face. His destiny, and perhaps his salvation. Without it, he would taste failure, and more. He might find himself trapped in that black, numbing world of slathering rage without a key.
The amulet was the key. Gently now, he plucked another blossom, stroked it delicately to prove he could.
Angelique had put her soul into metal and stone. She had haunted him for years, taunted him, teased him by letting him get just so close and no further.
Well, he would beat her, as his long-dead ancestor had beaten her. He would win because he was a man who knew how to win.
And as for Tate . . . He crushed the flower in his hand, letting his neatly manicured nails rip through the dewy petals.
She’d made her choice.
 
The West Indies. Tropical islands lush with flowers and palms, towering with cliffs. White sand glittering in the sun and kissed by gilded blue water. Fragrant breezes swaying majestic palms. It was everyone’s image of paradise.
As Tate stepped on deck just after sunrise, she was no exception. The cone of Nevis’s sleeping volcano was shrouded in mists. The gardens and cabanas of the resort that had been built since her last visit seemed to sleep as well. Nothing stirred but the gulls.
She decided she would go ashore later that morning on the supply run. But for now, she would enjoy a quiet, solitary swim.
She slipped into the water, letting it flow over her shoulders as she tipped her head back. It was just cool enough to refresh. Treading water lazily, she turned a slow circle. Her sigh of delight turned into a gasp as something grabbed her leg and pulled her under.
She sputtered furiously to the surface. Behind his mask, Matthew’s eyes glinted.
“Sorry, hard to resist. I was just doing some free diving and saw these legs poke through the water. You’ve got great legs, Red. All the way up.”
“It’s a very big sea, Matthew,” she said primly. “Go play somewhere else.”
  
“Why don’t you go get a mask and come down with me?”
“Not interested.”
“I’ve got a bag of crackers in the pocket of my trunks.” He reached over to pluck a strand of wet hair from her face. “Don’t you want to feed the fish?”
She did, but only if she’d thought of it first. “No.” Giving him her shoulder, she swam deliberately away.
He did a neat surface dive, swam under her and came up in her face again. “You used to be fun.”
“You used to be marginally less annoying.”
He matched his pace to hers. “Of course, you’d be out of practice diving, spending all your time with computers and robots. That’s probably why even a little snorkeling worries you.”
“I’m not worried. I dive as well as I ever did. Better.”
“We’ll have to do some swim-overs while we’re looking for the Isabella. I say you need the practice.”
“I do not need to practice snorkeling.”
“Prove it,” he challenged and kicked away from her.
She lectured herself, cursed him, but she ended up hauling herself back aboard the boat for snorkel gear. The man was an idiot, of course, she told herself, as she dropped into the water again. But he knew what buttons to push. Her only satisfaction would be to show him just how good she was.
Adjusting her mouthpiece, she skimmed onto the surface. She’d forgotten, until the moment her gaze swept through water to fish and sand, how long it had been since she’d dived—free or scuba—for pleasure only.
She paddled along dreamily, the challenge forgotten. Until Matthew streaked past beneath her, rolling until they were nearly mask-to-mask. He was grinning, then water fountained out of his pipe above the surface. He cocked his head, gestured down. Without waiting, he jackknifed and left her behind.
It was all the motivation she needed. She filled her lungs with air and kicked after him.
This was a world that always lived in her heart. Waving patches of sea grass, clear water, the plains and hillocks of sand. And when Matthew released the broken crackers from the bag he carried, teams of greedy fish.
They swarmed around her, bodies bright as they nipped and gobbled the feast. One or two were curious enough to stare into her face mask before darting off to join the competition for food. Her lungs were aching before she kicked up, blew her pipe clear and drew in more air.
Nearly an hour passed before she kicked to the surface. Tate pulled up her mask and lay contentedly on her back to float.
“Maybe you haven’t lost your touch,” Matthew commented.
“I haven’t spent all my time in a lab.”
Because her eyes were closed, he indulged himself and let his fingers comb through the hair that flowed red and silky on the water. “You didn’t come in when we docked at San Juan.”
“I was busy with other things.” But she’d seen him, swimming powerfully through the water, and working with LaRue on diving lessons.
“Your thesis.”
“That’s right.” A faint tug on her hair had her brushing a hand back. Her fingers collided with his.
“Sorry. What’s your thesis on?”
Cautious, she let herself drift a few inches away from where he tread water. “You wouldn’t be interested.”
He said nothing for a moment, surprised by the hot surge of resentment. “You’re probably right.”
Something in his tone had her opening her eyes again.
“I barely got through high-school term papers. What would I know about doctorates and theses?”
“I didn’t mean it that way.” Ashamed of herself, she reached out for his arm before he could go under again.
“I didn’t. I only meant I didn’t think you’d care about some long-winded technical paper when you’ve already done everything I could write about. And the truth is, I want the damned thing over.”
“I thought you liked that stuff.”
“I do. I—” Annoyed with herself, she floated again, closed her eyes again. “I don’t know what I mean. My thesis is on the inherent versus the monetary value of artifacts. It’s not terribly original, but I thought I might focus on one piece, tracing it from its beginnings through to its discovery and analysis. Or I might scrap the whole thing and go back to my first idea of how technological advancements have improved and depersonalized the science of marine archaeology. Or . . .”
She opened one eye. “You can see why I’m not thrilled you tried to pin me down.”
“So, you haven’t made up your mind yet. What’s the hurry?”
“I thought there was one.” How could she explain that she felt as though she’d been on a treadmill for years. One of her own choosing, certainly. But that she’d suddenly, and impulsively, leapt off. She didn’t have her feet under her yet, and wasn’t sure how to get back on when the time came.
“You always got that line, right there, when you tried to out-think yourself.” He skimmed a fingertip between her brows.
She batted his hand aside. “Go away, Lassiter. I’m having a good time stewing over a professional crisis.”
“Looks to me like you have to be taught how to relax all over again.” He planted a hand firmly on her face and pushed.
She went under, but she was quick enough to snag him on the way down. She got her chin above water, and would have been more successful pulling in air if she hadn’t been giggling. When he closed a hand over her ankle, she kicked out with her other foot and had the satisfaction of meeting flesh before he dragged her down again.
Rather than struggle, she went limp. The instant his grip loosened, she gave him a solid butt, then struck out for the boat. She wasn’t certain if he was quicker than he’d once been, or if she was slower, but she didn’t make it four strokes.
By the time she clawed her way to the surface again, she was weak and out of breath.
“You’re drowning me.”
“I’m saving you,” he corrected. Indeed he was holding her up. Their legs were tangled so he used one arm to keep them buoyant while the other stayed wrapped around her.
“Maybe I am out of shape.” She fought to get her breath back and used one hand to swipe hair out of her eyes.
“Not from where I’m swimming.”
It took a moment for the laughter to fade from her face, a moment before she realized she was clinging to him, that his body was hard, nearly naked and pressed close to hers. It took a moment to read the desire in his eyes and for the raw echo of it to sound through her.
“Let me go, Matthew.”
He could feel her trembling now, and she’d gone pale. But he knew it wasn’t from fear. She’d often looked and felt just like this before. When she’d wanted him.
“Your heart’s pounding, Tate. I can practically hear it.”
“I said—”
He leaned forward, caught her bottom lip lightly between his teeth and watched her eyes cloud. “Go ahead,” he challenged against her mouth. “Say it again.”
He didn’t give her the chance. His lips were devouring hers, crushing then nibbling, then seducing apart so that he could take the kiss into the deep and the dark and the dangerous.
By Christ, he’d please himself. That’s what he thought, even as he suffered. She was everything he’d remembered and sought to forget. Everything and more. Even as they sank beneath the surface, kicked back into air wrapped in each other, he knew it wasn’t the sea that would drown him. But his desperate, endless need for her.
The taste of her, the smell and the feel. The sound of her breath catching on confused pleasure. The memories of the past and the reality of now tangled until he could almost forget there had been time between.
She hadn’t known she could still feel like this. So hungry and out of control. She didn’t want to think, not when her body was so intensely alive and every nerve in it on shivering edge.
It was just physical. She could cling to that as well as him. A man’s hard, demanding mouth, that wet, slippery flesh, a tough, ready body molded to hers. No, she didn’t want to think. But she had to.
“No.”
She managed one breathless syllable before his mouth came back and sent her mind reeling again. She felt her will slipping and struggled against both him and herself.
“I said no.”
“I heard you.” A dozen separate wars waged inside him. He wanted her, and knew by the way her mouth had fit on his that he could have her. He needed her, and read the mirror of that in her dazed eyes. If want and need had been all, the war would have been over quickly.
But he loved her. And that left him a victim bleeding on his own battlefield.
“I didn’t do that alone, Tate. But you can pretend I did if it makes you feel better.”
“I don’t have to pretend anything. Let go of me.”
He already had. And that helped curve his lips into something close to a smile. “You’re holding me, sweetheart.” He brought his hands out of the water, palms facing her.
On an oath, she released the grip her arms had somehow taken around him. “I know the cliché, Lassiter, but this time history isn’t going to repeat itself. We work together, we dive together. That’s all we do together.”
“It’s your choice, Red. It always was.”
“Then there shouldn’t be a problem.”
“No problem.” He struck out in a lazy backstroke. “Unless you’re worried you won’t be able to resist me.”
“I can manage,” she called after him.
He’d have been pleased to see the line was between her brows again. Muttering to herself, Tate went under to cool her head, then swam in the opposite direction.
 
“You’re not going down again until you pass the written test.” Matthew shoved papers under LaRue’s nose. “That’s the way it is.”
“I’m not a schoolboy.”
“You’re a trainee. I’m your instructor, and you’re going to take the written test. Pass it, you dive. Fail it, you’re grounded. The first part’s equipment identification.” Matthew leaned forward. “You remember what a regulator is, don’t you, LaRue?”
“It gives the air from the tank to the diver.” LaRue pushed the papers aside. “So?”
Matthew pushed them back. “And consists of?”
“Consists of, consists of.” Scowling, LaRue snatched his tobacco pouch. “The, ah, mouthpiece, the hose, the what is it, stages?”
“What’s a stage?”
“This is pressure-reducing unit. Why do you worry me with this?”
“You don’t dive until you know the equipment inside-out, until I’m sure you understand the physics and physiology.” He offered LaRue a sharpened pencil. “Take all the time you need, but remember, you don’t dive until you’re done. Buck, give me a hand on deck.”
“Sure, be right there.”
LaRue glanced over his test sheets, glanced at Matthew’s retreating back. “What is Boyle’s Law?” he whispered to Buck.
“When the pressure—”
“No cheating,” Matthew called back. “Jesus, Buck.”
“Sorry, LaRue, you’re on your own.” Shamefaced, Buck followed Matthew out on deck. “I was just giving him a little hint.”
“Who’s going to give him a little hint if he forgets the basics when he’s forty feet under?”
“You’re right—but he’s doing good, isn’t he? You said he had a knack for diving.”
“He’s a fucking fish down there,” Matthew said with a grin. “But he’s not skipping the details.”
He was already wearing his wet suit and now zipped it. He gave his tanks and gauges a last check, then let Buck help him strap them on.
“We’re just going down for a little recognizance,” Matthew commented as he adjusted his weight belt.
“Yeah.”
Buck knew they were over the site of the Marguerite. Both he and Matthew avoided discussing the wreck, or what had happened. Buck avoided Matthew’s eyes as his nephew sat to put on his flippers.
“Tate wants some pictures,” Matthew said, for lack of anything better. Everyone knew they wanted a firsthand look at what VanDyke had left behind.
“Sure. She was always big on getting pictures. Kid grew up nice, didn’t she?”
“Nice enough. Don’t give LaRue any more hints.”
“Not even if he begs.” Buck’s smile faded when Matthew slipped on his mask. Panic reared up and grabbed him by the throat. “Matthew . . .”
Matthew paused, one hand on his mask as he prepared to roll into the water. “What?” He saw the anxiety, struggled to overlook it.
“Nothing.” Buck wiped a hand over his mouth, swallowed hard while nightmare visions of sharks and blood swam in his head. “Good diving.”
With a brief nod, Matthew slipped into the water. He ignored the impulse to dive deep, lose himself in the silence and solitude. He crossed the distance to the New Adventure in an easy crawl, gave up a hailing shout.
“Ready to roll up there?”
“Just about.” Ray, full-suited, came to the rail with a grin. “Tate’s checking her camera.” He lifted a hand in a wave to Buck. “How’s he doing?”
“He’ll be all right,” Matthew said. The last thing he wanted to do was dwell on his uncle’s fears. Now that they were here, he was impatient to begin. “Let’s go, Red!” he shouted. “The morning’s wasting.”
“I’m coming.”
He caught a glimpse of her before she sat to pull on her flippers. Moments later, he watched her graceful entry. With a quick pike dive, Matthew was following her down even as Ray dropped into the water.
The three of them descended, nearly side by side.
Matthew hadn’t expected the memories to swarm up at him like the bright, quick fish. Everything about that summer came back, unbidden and unwelcomed. He remembered the way she had looked when he’d first seen her. The wary suspicious eyes, the quick flares of anger, resentment.
Oh, and he remembered his instant attraction, one he’d smothered, or tried to. The sense of competition when they’d teamed as diving partners, an edge that had never really dulled even after they’d melded into a unit.
There was the thrill he’d experienced when they’d found the wreck. Those times with her that had opened both his heart and his hopes as nothing and no one ever had before. Or had again. All the sensations of falling in love, of working together, of discovery and promise spun through him as they neared the shadow of the wreck.
As did the jarring aches of horror and loss.
VanDyke had left little but the shredded shell of the galleon. Matthew knew at one glance it would be a foolish waste of time to bring down the airlift and dig. Nothing of any value would have been left behind. The wreck itself had been destroyed, ripped apart in search of that last doubloon.
It surprised him to feel sorrow for that. With careful excavation, the Marguerite might have been saved. Instead she was in pieces, left for the worms.
When he glanced at Tate, Matthew could see clearly that whatever vague regret he felt for the ship was nothing to what she was experiencing.
It shattered her. Tate stared at the scattered planks, not bothering to attempt to block the wave of grief. She let it wash over her until she felt it deep inside.
He’d killed her, she thought. VanDyke hadn’t been content with his rape, but had destroyed the Marguerite. No one would see what she had been, what she had meant. Because of one man’s greed.
She might have wept if tears hadn’t been so late and so useless. Instead, she shook off the comforting hand Matthew put on her shoulder, and lifted her camera. If nothing else, she’d record the devastation.
Catching Matthew’s eye, Ray shook his head, gestured so that they swam a short distance away.
There was still beauty surrounding her. The coral, the fish, the waving plants. But it didn’t touch her now as she recorded the scene that had once been the stage for such great joy.
It was fitting, she supposed, that it had been ruined, destroyed, neglected. Just like the love she’d once offered Matthew.
So, she thought, that summer was finally and completely over. It was past time to bury it, and start new.
When they surfaced, the first thing she saw was Buck’s pale, anxious face leaning over the rail.
“Everything okay?”
“Everything’s fine,” she assured him. Because it was closer, she pulled herself aboard the Mermaid. She stopped, turned and waved to her mother, who was recording the event on video aboard the New Adventure. “Pretty much what we expected,” she told Buck after she had dropped her weight belt.
“Bastard tore her apart, didn’t he?”
“Yes.” She glanced over as Matthew climbed on deck.
“Ray wants to head south right away.” He pulled off his mask, ran a hand through his hair. “You might as well stay put,” he told Tate before she could rise. “It won’t take long. Buck?”
With a nod, Buck headed up to the bridge to take the wheel.
“Best plan is to do some swim-overs.” After tugging down the zipper of his wet suit, Matthew sat beside her. “We could get lucky.”
“Are you feeling lucky, Lassiter?”
“No.” He closed his eyes as the engine purred. “She meant something to me, too.”
“Fame and fortune?”
The words cut, but not as keenly as the edge of her voice. His gaze, hot and hurt, swept up to hers before he stood and strode toward the companionway.
“Matthew.” Shame had her springing up after him. “I’m sorry.”
“Forget it.”
“No.” Before he could take the stairs, she grabbed his arm. “I am sorry. That was hard on all of us—going down, seeing what was left. Remembering. Taking it out on you is easy, but it doesn’t help.”
In impotent fury, Matthew’s hands whitened on the rail. “Maybe I could have stopped him. Buck thought so.”
“Buck wasn’t there.” She kept her hand firm on his arm until he turned to face her again. Odd, she thought, she hadn’t realized he would blame himself. Or that he had room in the cold heart she’d assigned to him for guilt. “There was nothing any of us could have done. Looking back doesn’t help either, and certainly doesn’t change anything.”
“The Marguerite’s not all we’re talking about, is it?”
She was tempted to back off, to shrug his words away. But evasions were foolish, and she hoped she was no longer a fool. “No, it’s not.”
“I wasn’t what you wanted me to be, and I hurt you. I can’t change that either.”
“I was young. Infatuations pass.” Somehow her hand had found its way to his, and linked. Realizing it, she flexed her fingers free and stepped back. “I understood something when I was down there, looking at what was left. There is nothing left, Matthew. The ship, that summer, that girl. All that’s gone. We have to start with what’s now.”
“Clean slate.”
“I don’t know if we can go that far. Let’s just say we’ve turned a page.”
“Okay.” He offered a hand. When she took it, he brought hers unexpectedly to his lips. “I’m going to work on you, Red,” he murmured.
“Excuse me?”
“You said we’ve got a new page. I figure I’ve got some say in what gets written on it. So I’m going to work on you. Last time around, you threw yourself at me.”
“I did no such thing.”
“Sure you did. But I can see I’ve got my work cut out for me this time. That’s okay.” He skimmed his thumb over her knuckles before she jerked her hand free. “In fact, I think I’m going to enjoy it.”
  
“I don’t know why I waste my time trying to mend fences with you. You’re as arrogant as you ever were.”
“Just the way you like me, sweetheart.”
She caught the lightning flash of his grin before she whirled away. Try as she might, she couldn’t quite suppress the answering upward tug of her lips.
It was hell knowing he was right. That was exactly the way she liked him.






 CHAPTER 18
S
WIM-OVERS TURNED UP nothing impressive. Tate spent most of the afternoon closeted with her father and his research while Matthew took LaRue, fresh from passing his written certification, on a practice dive.
She had already organized the heaps of notes, the snippets from the National Archives, wreck charts, the material Ray had culled from the Archivo General de Indias in Seville.
She’d separated his maps, charts, storm records, manifests, diaries. Now she concentrated on his calculations.
Already she’d figured and refigured a dozen times. If their information was correct, they were certainly in the right area. The problem was, of course, that even with a location, finding a wreck was like separating that one special grain of sand from a fat fistful.
The sea was so huge, so vast, and even with the leaps in technology, a man’s abilities were limited. It was highly possible to be within twenty feet of a wreck, and miss it entirely.
They had been almost foolishly lucky with the Marguerite. Tate didn’t want to calculate the odds of lightning striking twice, not with the hope and excitement she could see whenever she looked into her father’s eyes.
  
They needed the Isabella, she thought. All of them did, for all manner of differing reasons.
She knew the magnetometer aboard the Mermaid was in use. It was a fine and efficient way of locating a wreck. So far the sensor being towed behind the Mermaid had picked up no readings of iron such as would be found in cannon, riggings, anchor.
They had depth finders on both bridges so that any telltale change in water depth caused by a wreck would be distinguished. They had set out buoys to mark the search pattern.
If she was down there, Tate thought, they would find her.
She stayed in the deckhouse after her father had gone out to starboard.
“You’re not going to put roses in your cheeks in here, Red.”
She looked up, surprised when Matthew held out a glass of her mother’s lemonade. “You’re back. How did LaRue check out?”
“He’s a good diving partner. How many times are you going to go over all this?”
She tidied papers. “Until I’m finished.”
“How about taking a break?” Reaching out, he toyed with the sleeve of her T-shirt. He’d been working on this approach all day, and still wasn’t sure he had it right. “Why don’t we take a run into Nevis, have dinner?”
“Dinner?”
“That’s right. You.” He tugged the sleeve. “And me.”
“I don’t think so.”
“I thought we’d turned the page.”
“That doesn’t—”
“And I’m not keen on the big pinochle game that’s being planned for tonight. As I remember, you weren’t big on cards either. The resort has a reggae band out on the terrace. Some dinner, a little music. There won’t be time for much of that once we find the Isabella.”
“It’s been a long day.”
“You’re going to make me think you’re afraid to spend a couple of hours with me.” His eyes flashed on hers, blue as the sea and just as arrogant. “Of course, if you’re afraid you’ll throw yourself at me again.”
“That’s pathetic.”
“Well, then.” Satisfied he nailed the approach after all, he headed back for the companionway. “Wear your hair down, Red. I like it.”
 
She wore it up. Not to spite him, she assured herself. But because she wanted to. She’d changed into a sundress the color of crushed blueberries borrowed from her mother’s closet, at Marla’s insistence. The full skirt made it easy to climb in and out of the tender.
Once she was settled in and the little tender was speeding toward the island, she admitted that she looked forward to an elegant restaurant meal, with a little music tossed in.
The air was balmy, the sun still bright as it traveled west. Behind the protection of her shaded glasses, she studied Matthew. His hair was whipping around his face. On the tiller, his hand was broad and competent. If there had been no history between them, she would have been pleased to have such an attractive companion for an evening’s relaxation.
But there was history. Rather than diluting the pleasure, it added an edge to it. Competition again, she supposed. If he thought she would fall for that rough-and-ready charm a second time, she was only too happy to prove him wrong.
“The weather’s supposed to hold all week,” she said conversationally.
“I know. You still don’t wear lipstick.” When she instinctively flicked her tongue over her lips, he dealt with the resulting hitch in his pulse. “It’s a pity most women don’t realize how tempting a naked mouth is. Especially when it pouts.”
Deliberately, she relaxed her mouth again. “I’ll enjoy knowing it’s driving you crazy for the next couple of hours.”
She turned her attention to Nevis. The mountain’s cone was swirled in clouds, a striking and dramatic contrast to the brilliant blue of the sky. Far below, the shore spread white against a calm sea. The sand was dotted with people, pretty umbrellas and lounging chairs. A novice sailboarder struggled fruitlessly to stay upright. As she watched him fall into the water again, Tate laughed.
“Too bad.” She cocked a brow at Matthew. “Have you ever tried that?”
“Nope.”
“I have. It’s a hell of a lot of work, frustrating when you think you’ve got it then lose your balance and capsize. But if you catch the breeze and go, it’s wonderful.”
“Better than diving?”
“No.” She continued to smile, watching the young man struggle onto his board again. “Nothing’s better than diving.”
“Things have changed around here.”
“Hmmm.” She waited as he maneuvered to the pier, tossed a line to a member of the resort’s staff. “I didn’t even know they were planning to build when we were here last.” She took Matthew’s offered hand and climbed to the dock. “Now it looks as though it almost grew here.”
“Nevis isn’t quite the secret it used to be.” He kept a hand on her arm as they walked down the pier to the beach.
Stone walkways offered a route through lush gardens and sloping green lawns where pretty two-story cabanas sat. They passed the poolside restaurant, moving toward the marble stairs that led to the main building.
Tate glanced over her shoulder. “We’re not eating out here?”
“We can do a little better than light fare by the pool. The restaurant inside has terrace dining.” He led Tate inside toward the reservation pedestal, where a woman in the bright-patterned shirt of the staff beamed at him. “Lassiter.”
“Yes, sir. You requested the terrace.”
“That’s right. I called ahead,” he told Tate when she frowned at him. Her frown only deepened when he held out her chair. If memory served, his manners had smoothed out considerably. “Can you handle champagne?” he murmured, leaning down so that his breath tickled her ear.
“Of course, but—”
He was ordering a bottle even as he took the seat across from her. “Nice view.”
“Yes.” She took her gaze from his face and looked out over the gardens to the sea.
“Tell me about the last eight years, Tate.”
“Why?”
“I want to know.” Needed to know. “Let’s say it’ll fill in some of the blanks.”
“I studied a lot,” she began. “More than I bargained for. I guess I had the idea that I knew so much going in. But I knew so little really. The first couple of months I . . .” Was lost, unhappy, missing you so terribly. “I needed to adjust,” she said carefully.
“But you caught on pretty quick.”
“I suppose.” Relax, she ordered herself and made herself turn back and smile at him. “I liked the routine, the structure. And I really wanted to learn.”
She looked over as the waitress brought the champagne to the table to show off its label.
“Let her taste it,” Matthew ordered.
Obliging, the waitress uncorked the bottle and poured a swallow into Tate’s flute. “It’s lovely,” Tate murmured, much too aware that Matthew’s eyes never left her face.
When their glasses were filled, she started to drink again, but he laid a finger on her wrist. Gently, he tapped the glasses together. “To the next page,” he said and smiled.
“All right.” She was a grown woman, Tate reminded herself. Experienced now. She had all the defenses necessary to resist a man. Even one like Matthew.
“So you learned,” Matthew prompted.
“Yes. And whenever I had an opportunity to use what I’d learned on an expedition, I took it.”
“And the Isabella, isn’t she an opportunity?”
“That remains to be seen.” She opened her menu, skimmed it, looked up at him with wide eyes. “Matthew.”
“I managed to hold on to a few bucks over the years,” he assured her. “Besides, you’ve always been my lucky charm.” He picked up her hand. “This time, Red, we go home rich.”
“So, that’s still the bottom line? All right.” She shrugged. “It’s your party, Lassiter. If you want to live for today, we’ll do it.”
While they ate, and the wine fizzed in their glasses, the sun lowered. It sank red into the sea, giving the air that brief and painfully lovely twilight of the tropics. On cue, the music from the patio beyond began.
“You haven’t told me about your eight years, Matthew.”
“Nothing very interesting.”
“You built the Mermaid. That’s interesting.”
“She’s a beauty.” He looked out to the sea where, beyond his sight, she rocked. “Just like I imagined her.”
“Whatever happens here, you’d have a career in boat design and building.”
“I’m never working to make ends meet again,” he said quietly. “Never doing what needs to be done and forgetting what I want.”
It struck her, that fierceness in his eyes, so that she reached out to touch his hand. “Is that what you did?”
Surprised, he looked back. With a careless shrug, he linked his fingers with hers. “It’s not what I’m doing. That’s what counts. You know something, Red?”
“What?”
“You’re beautiful. No.” He smiled slowly when she tried to slip her hand free. “I’ve got you now. For now,” he corrected. “Get used to it.”
“The fact that I chose you over pinochle has obviously gone to your head.”
“Then there’s that voice,” he murmured, delighted by the way confusion flickered with the candlelight in her eyes. “Soft, slow, smooth. Like honey spiked with just the right amount of good bourbon. A man could get drunk just listening to you.”
“I think you got a head start with the champagne. I’ll pilot us back.”
  
“Fine. But we’ll have at least one dance.” He signaled for the bill.
A dance wouldn’t hurt, Tate decided. If anything, she could use the close contact to convince him that she wasn’t about to be seduced into the brief affair he was obviously after.
She could enjoy him without losing herself or her heart this time around. And if he suffered a little, she wasn’t above enjoying that as well.
To show how little it mattered, she let her hand stay in his as they left the screened terrace for the open patio below.
The music was slow, sexy, with the vocalist adding a teasing interpretation to the words. A couple sat huddled together at a table in the shadows, but there were no other dancers when Matthew took her into his arms.
He took her close, so their bodies molded, so that her cheek had little choice but to rest on his. Without thinking, she closed her eyes.
She should have known that he would be smooth, that he would be clever. But she hadn’t expected that her steps would match his so perfectly.
“I didn’t know you could dance.”
He skimmed a hand up her back to where material gave way to flesh, flesh that shivered at the touch. “There’s a lot we didn’t know about each other. But I know the way you smelled.” He nuzzled just under her ear. “That hasn’t changed.”
“I’ve changed,” she said, struggling not to react as fire licked along her vulnerable flesh.
“You still feel the same.” He reached up to pull pins out of her hair.
“Stop that.”
“I liked it short.” His voice was as quiet as the breeze, just as seductive. “But this is better.” Softly, his mouth skimmed over her temple. “Some changes are.”
She was trembling, those quick, involuntary shivers he remembered so well.
“We’re different people now,” she murmured. She wanted it to be true, needed it to be. And yet, if it was, how could it be so easy to move into his arms as if not a moment had passed since the last time?
“Lots of other things are just the way they were. Like the way you fit against me.”
She jerked her head back, then shuddered when his lips brushed over hers.
“You still taste the same.”
“I’m not the same. Nothing’s the same.” She broke away and darted down the steps toward the beach.
She couldn’t seem to draw in enough air. The balmy night had suddenly turned traitor, making her skin shiver. It was anger—she wanted to believe it was anger that made her stomach clench and her eyes tear. But she knew it was need, and could only hate him for rekindling a long-dead spark.
When he caught her, she was sure she would round on him, clawing and spitting. Somehow her arms were around him, her mouth seeking his.
“I hate you for this. God, I hate you for this.”
“I don’t give a damn.” He dragged her head back to plunder. It was all there, that energy, that verve, that passion. He had a wild, desperate thought to drag her off into the bushes, to plunge himself into the heat that vibrated from her.
“I know you don’t.” And it was that which still hurt, a scar that throbbed under a fresh wound. “But I do.”
She broke away, throwing her hands up to ward him off when he would have taken her into his arms again. She fought to even her breathing, fought to resist that reckless, compelling light in his eyes.
“You wanted to prove you could still strike a spark between us.” She pressed an unsteady hand to her stomach. “Well, you did. But what we do or don’t do about it is my choice, Matthew. And I’m not ready to make a choice.”
“I want you, Tate. Do you need to hear me say it?” He stepped forward, but didn’t touch her. “Do you need to hear me tell you I can’t sleep at night for wanting you?”
The words, the rough, impatient delivery, spun in her head, swam in her blood. “Maybe I do, but it doesn’t change the fact that I’m taking whatever time I need to decide. I’d have gone anywhere, done anything for you once, Matthew. Once. What I do now, I do for myself.”
He hooked his tensed hands in his pockets. “That’s fair enough. Because this time around what I do, I do for myself.”
“This time around.” She gave a quick laugh and pulled her fingers through her tumbled hair. “That part looks the same from where I’m standing.”
“Then you know what you’re dealing with.”
“I’m not sure I do,” she said wearily. “You keep shifting on me, Matthew. I’m not sure what’s real and what’s shadow.”
“This is real.” He cupped a hand behind her neck, lifting her to her toes until their mouths met.
“Yes, that’s real.” As she eased away, she let out her breath. “I want to go back now, Matthew. We start early tomorrow.”
 
She really didn’t mind the way the teams split so that her father and LaRue worked together, leaving her and Matthew as the second team. She and Matthew had always worked well together under water. After their first dive, she realized they still had the same natural and instinctive communication and rhythm.
The electronic equipment was the most efficient method of locating the Isabella, but Tate was grateful to have the chance to dive, to search by sight and by hand as she had learned to do.
Hours of fanning sand didn’t bore her. Nor did hauling chunks of conglomerate to the surface for her mother and Buck to hammer apart. As far as she was concerned she was home again, with the fish as both audience and playmates. Every lovely sculpture of coral pleased her eye. Even disappointment was part of the whole. A rusted chain, a soda can might turn a quickly beating heart into a sigh. But it was all part of the hunt.
And there was Matthew, always close at hand to share some small delight with. A garden of sea plants, a grumpy grouper disturbed from his feeding, the bright silver flash of a fish in flight. If he tended to touch her just a bit too often, she told herself to enjoy it.
If she was strong enough to resist seduction, she was certainly strong enough to resist romance.
The days slipped by into weeks, but she wasn’t discouraged. The time here was soothing a need she hadn’t realized she’d held inside—to revisit the sea she loved, not as a scientist, an objective observer trained to record data, but as a woman enjoying her freedom, and the companionship of a man who intrigued her.
She examined a formation of coral, fanning sand away. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Matthew tucking conglomerate into his lobster bag. She started to smile at him, the way she reserved for herself when she knew he wasn’t looking. A sharp pain stabbed the back of her hand.
Jolted, she jerked back just as the head of a moray eel retreated into its slitted home in the coral. Almost before Tate could register the insult, and curse her own carelessness, Matthew was there, grabbing the fingers of her wounded hand as blood swirled into the water. The alarm in his eyes pierced through her own shock. She started to signal that she was fine, but he already had an arm around her waist and was kicking toward the surface.
“Just relax,” he ordered the minute he spat out his mouthpiece. “I’m going to tow you in.”
“I’m all right.” But the throbbing pain made her eyes water. “It’s just a nick, really.”
“Relax,” he said again. His face was as pale as hers by the time he reached the ladder. Hailing Ray, he began unhooking Tate’s tanks.
“Matthew, for goodness sake, it’s a scratch.”
“Shut up. Ray, goddamn it.”
“What? What’s wrong?”
“She got bit. Moray.” Matthew passed her tanks over. “Help her in.”
“Lord, you’d think I’d been chewed in half by a shark,” she muttered, then winced as she realized what she’d said. “I’m okay,” she hurried on as her mother came rushing over.
  
“Let me see. Oh, honey. Ray, get the first-aid kit so I can clean this up.”
“It only nicked me,” Tate insisted when Marla pushed her down on a bench. “It was my own fault.” She blew out a breath and watched Matthew pull himself aboard. “There’s no need to get everyone in an uproar, Lassiter.”
“Let me see the damn thing.” In a move that had Marla blinking in surprise, he shouldered her aside and took Tate’s hand himself. He smeared blood away from the shallow puncture with his thumb. “Doesn’t look like it’ll need stitches.”
“Of course it doesn’t. It’s just—” Tate broke off as he snatched the first-aid kit from Ray. The next sound she made was a screech as he doused on antiseptic. “You’re not exactly Doctor Feelgood.”
His own blood pressure was gradually leveling as he was able to get a good look at the cleaned wound. “Probably scar.” Annoyance was an easier emotion than fear, so he scowled up at her. “Stupid.”
“Listen, it could have happened to anyone.”
“Not if they were paying attention.”
“I was.”
“You were daydreaming again.”
Ray and Marla exchanged glances as the argument and doctoring continued.
“I suppose you’ve never taken a bite. Your hands are riddled with scars.”
“We’re talking about you.” It infuriated him that those lovely, narrow hands might be marred.
She sniffled, flexed her fingers. The bandage was small, neat and efficient. She’d have swallowed her tongue before saying so. “Aren’t you going to kiss it and make it better?”
“Sure.” In answer, he hauled her to her feet. While her astonished parents looked on, he fixed his mouth on hers in a long, hard, demanding kiss.
When Tate could speak again, she scrupulously cleared her throat. “You missed,” she said, holding up her bandaged hand.
  
“No, I didn’t. Your mouth’s what needs the work, sweetheart.”
“Really?” Her eyes narrowed to slits. “Now you’re an expert on what I need?”
“I’ve always known what you need, Red. Anytime you want to—” Abruptly, he remembered they were a long way from alone. Getting a grip on his temper, he stepped back. “You might want to take a couple of aspirin to take the edge off the pain.”
Her chin was angled like a sword. “It doesn’t hurt.” She turned and hefted her tanks.
“Where do you think you’re going?”
“I’m going back down.”
“The hell you are.”
“Just try to stop me.”
As her husband opened his mouth, Marla patted his arm. “Let them fight it out, honey,” she murmured. “Looks like it’s been simmering awhile.”
“You want me to try to stop you? Okay.” Letting temper lead, Matthew grabbed the tanks out of her hands and heaved them overboard. “That ought to do it.”
For a moment, all Tate could manage was an open-mouthed gape. “You idiot. You ignorant son of a bitch. You’d better get your butt in there and haul my tanks in.”
“Get them yourself, you’re so anxious to dive.”
It was a small mistake, turning his back on her. And he paid for it. She launched herself at him. At the last instant, he realized her intent. In an effort to save himself, he shifted. But she dodged. The ensuing crash sent them both over the side.
“Shouldn’t we do something, Marla?” Ray asked, as they stood at the rail.
“I think they’re doing fine. Oh, look, she almost caught him with that punch. And with her bad hand, too.”
Matthew jerked back from the jab at the last moment. But he didn’t quite avoid the fist to his midsection. Even slowed by the water, it earned a grunt.
“Cut it out,” he warned, snagging her injured hand by the wrist. “You’re going to hurt yourself.”
“We’ll see who gets hurt. Go get my tanks.”
  
“You’re not going down until we’re sure you don’t have a reaction to the bite.”
“I’ll show you my reaction,” she promised and popped him on the chin.
“Okay, that does it.” He dunked her once, then hauled her up with an arm under her chin in a not-so-gentle rescue position. Every time she clawed or cursed at him, he shoved her under again. By the time they reached the ladder, she was wheezing. “Had enough?”
“Bastard.”
“I guess one more good dunk—”
“Ahoy the Adventure!”
Matthew shifted his grip on her as Buck hailed from the Mermaid. She was coming in a good clip from her position to the southeast, where Buck and LaRue had been hunting with the sensor.
“Ahoy,” Buck shouted again from the bridge. LaRue leaned smugly on the rail at the bow. “We got something.”
“Get aboard,” Matthew muttered to Tate and all but carried her up the ladder.
Buck piloted the Mermaid neatly alongside, cut her engines. “Sensors picked up a pile of metal down there. Depth finder shows something, too. Marked it with a buoy—southeast, thirty degrees. Jesus, I think we might’ve found her.”
Tate took a deep breath. “I want my tanks, Matthew.” Her eyes glittered as she turned to him. “Don’t even think about stopping me from going down now.”






 CHAPTER 19
T
HERE WERE SEVERAL ways to range a wreck for return to site. Standard methods included angular measurements taken from three fixed objects with a sextant, compass bearings with a nine-degree spread or simply ranging the wreck by using distant objects as gunsights. Matthew had used them all.
Though Buck had employed a simple buoy marker as a practical target, Matthew knew that had its drawbacks. A buoy could sink or drag. Or more important in this case, a buoy could be seen by other interested parties. For the sake of secrecy, he logged the compass bearings, targeted the distant Mount Nevis as a gunsight, then ordered Buck to move the buoy well away from the estimated position of the wreck.
“We’ll keep the buoy on line with that group of trees on that point of the island,” he told Ray, passing over binoculars so that his partner could verify position by the point on Nevis.
They stood on the deck of the New Adventure, Matthew in his gear, Ray in cotton slacks and polarized glasses. Ray was already busy with his compass, marking the position for his ship’s daily log.
“We’re not going to moor here.” Matthew swept his gaze over the sea, noting the pretty catamaran carrying tourists on a snorkeling cruise from Nevis to St. Kitts. The cheerful sound of the ondeck band carried festively across the water. “We’ll use the buoy as a line and move inshore toward Mount Nevis.”
While Ray nodded and scribbled the marks, Matthew continued. “Tate can make sketches of the bottom, and we can read them as we go.”
Ray slung the binoculars around his neck and studied Matthew’s determined face. “You’re thinking of VanDyke.”
“Damn right. If he gets wind of us, he’s not going to be able to drop right down on the wreck. He won’t know the distances or the landmarks we select, or even if we’re diving inshore or offshore of the buoy. That gives him plenty of possibilities to work through.”
“And buys us time,” Ray agreed. “If this isn’t the Isabella—”
“We’ll soon find out,” Matthew interrupted. He didn’t want to speculate. He wanted to know. “One way or the other, we take precautions.” He pulled on his flippers as he spoke. “Come on, Red, let’s move.”
“I needed to reload my camera.”
“Forget the camera. We’re not developing any film.”
“But—”
“Look, all it takes is one clerk passing the word along. Take all the pictures you want, but no film gets sent off until we’re finished here. Got the board and graphite pencil?”
“Yes.” Assuming a nonchalantly professional pose, she patted her goody bag.
“Let’s dive.”
Before she’d adjusted her mask, he was in the water. “Impatient, isn’t he?” She sent a quick smile toward her parents that revealed only a portion of the excitement humming through her. “Keep your fingers crossed,” she told them, and splashed into the sea.
Following his trail of bubbles, she dived deep. Her inner sensor told her when she’d passed thirty feet, then forty. She began to make note of the landscape of the seafloor, knowing her assignment was to sketch it carefully. Every bed of sea grass, every twist of coral.
With her graphite pencil, she began to reproduce them, meticulously keeping to scale, marking distances in degrees, resisting the urge to add artistic flourishes. Science was exacting, she reminded herself even as she watched the dance of an angelfish duet.
She saw Matthew signal, and waved back querulously at the interruption. Efficient sketches took time and care, and since he was the one who’d insisted on them rather than photographs, he could damn well wait. When the clang of his knife on his tank intruded again, she cursed him mildly then stowed her board and pencil.
Just like a man, she thought. Always come here, and make it now. Once they surfaced, she’d tell him just what she thought of the arrangement. And then . . .
Her thoughts trailed off, went limp as her suddenly numb fingers, as she saw what he was investigating.
The cannon was the lovely pale green of corrosion and alive with colonizing animals. She snatched her camera and recorded it, with Matthew at the mouth. But that didn’t make it real. Not until she had touched it with her own hand, felt the solid iron beneath her exploring fingers, did it become real.
Her breath exploded in bubbles when he grabbed her, swung her around. Tate prepared herself for an exuberant embrace, but he was only pointing her toward the rest of the find.
More cannon. This was what the magnetometer had recorded. As Matthew towed her along, she counted four, then six, then eight, spread over the sandy floor in a rough semicircle. Her heart spun into her throat. She knew that cannon often literally pointed to a wreck.
They found her nearly fifty feet south, crushed, battered, and smothered by the drifting sand.
She’d been proud once, Tate thought as she plunged her hand into the sand and felt the soft give of worm-eaten wood. Even regal like the queen she’d been named for. For so long, she’d been lost, a victim of the sea that had come to be a part of its continuity.
  
Broken, what was left of Isabella—for Tate never doubted it was the Isabella—was spread over more than a hundred feet of seabed, buried, encrusted. And waiting.
Her hand was steady enough as she began to sketch again. Matthew was already fanning, so she alternated her drawing with quick snapshots while he stuffed small finds into his lobster bag.
She ran out of boards, worked her pencils down to nubs and used every frame of film. And still, her heart thrummed and jittered.
Once in a lifetime, she thought with an ache in her throat, had become twice.
When he headed back toward her, she smiled, delighted that he would think to bring her a token. He gestured for her to hold out her hand, close her eyes. She rolled them first, but obeyed, only to have them spring open again when a heavy disk was dropped into her palm.
Heavy only because she’d been expecting a coin or a button, she realized. The round, biscuit-shaped object weighed no more than two pounds at her educated guess. But her eyes went wider still at that unmistakable and stunning flash of pure and glorious gold.
He winked at her, signaled for her to put the ingot into her bag, then jerked a thumb toward the surface. She started to object. How could they leave when they had just begun?
But of course, there were others waiting. It jabbed her conscience a bit to realize she’d forgotten everything and everyone but what was here. Matthew’s hand closed over hers as they kicked to the surface.
“You’re supposed to throw yourself at me now,” he told her with a wicked laugh in his eyes that was more triumph than humor. “That’s what you did eight years ago.”
“I’m much more jaded now.” But she laughed and did exactly what he’d hoped by throwing her arms around him. “It’s her, Matthew. I know it.”
“Yeah, it’s her.” He had felt it, known it, as if he had seen the Isabella whole, flags flying, as in his dream. “She’s ours now.” He had time to give Tate only a quick kiss before they were hailed. “We’d better go give them the news. You haven’t forgotten how to work an airlift, have you?”
Her lips were still tingling from his. “I haven’t forgotten anything.”
 
The routine was so familiar. Diving, digging, gathering. Onboard the Mermaid, Buck and Marla pounded away at conglomerate, separating pieces of treasure for Tate to examine and record. Each find, from a gold button set with a pink conch pearl to a gold bar a foot long, was meticulously tagged, sketched, photographed and then logged in her portable computer.
Tate put her education and experience to use preserving their finds. She knew that in the fairly shallow Caribbean, a wreck rotted, was further damaged by storm and wave action. The wood would be eaten by teredo worms.
She also knew that the history of the wreck could be read in the very damage it had sustained.
This time, she would see that every scrap brought up was protected. Her responsibility, she felt, toward the past, and the future.
Small, fragile items were stored in water-filled jars to keep them from drying out. Larger pieces would be photographed and sketched under water, then stockpiled on the bottom. She had cushioned boxes for the fragile, such as onion-skinned bottles she hoped to find. Wooden specimens would be left in a bath to cushion against warping in the small tank she’d rigged on the boat deck.
Tate delegated Marla to the position of apprentice chemist. They worked together, with daughter instructing mother. Even artifacts that resisted chemical change were soaked thoroughly in freshwater, then dried. Marla painstakingly sealed everything with a coat of wax. Only gold and silver required no special handling.
It was time-consuming work, but never, to Tate’s mind, tedious. This was what she had missed and pined for aboard the Nomad. The intimacy, the propriety, and surprise of it all. Every spike and spar was a clue, and a gift from the past.
  
Ordinance marks on cannonballs corroborated their hopes that they’d found the Isabella. Tate added to her log all the information she had on the ship, its voyage, cargo and its fate. Painstakingly, she checked and rechecked the manifests, cross-referencing with each new discovery.
Meanwhile, the airlift was vacuuming off enough sediment to disclose the tattered hull. They dug. She drew. They hauled buckets filled with conglomerate to the surface. Matthew’s sonar located the ballast stones before they found them by sight and hand. While Tate worked in the deckhouse and boat deck of the New Adventure, her father and LaRue were laboriously searching the ballast for artifacts.
“Honey?” Marla poked her head in. “Don’t you want to take a break? I’ve finished the waxing.”
“No, I’m fine.” Tate continued to add details to her sketch of a set of jet Rosary beads. “I can’t believe how fast it’s going. It’s been barely two weeks, and we just keep finding more. Look at this, Mom. Look at the detail on this crucifix.”
“You’ve cleaned it. I’d have done that.”
“I know, but I couldn’t wait.”
Fascinated, Marla leaned over her daughter’s shoulder to run a finger on the heavy, carved silver depiction of Christ on the cross. “It’s stunning. You can see the sinew in his arms and legs, count each wound.”
“It’s too fine to have belonged to a servant. You see, each decade is perfectly matched, and the silver work is first rate. It’s masculine,” she mused. “A man’s piece. One of the officers, perhaps, or maybe a rich priest on his way back to Cuba. I wonder if he held it, prayed with it as the ship went down.”
“Why aren’t you happy, Tate?”
“Hmm.” She’d been dreaming again, Tate realized. Brooding. “Oh, I was thinking of the Santa Marguerite. She was salvageable. I mean the wreck itself could have been preserved with enough time and effort. She was nearly intact. I’d hoped, if we did find the Isabella, she would be in a similar state, but she’s ruined.”
  
“But we have so much of her.”
“I know. I’m greedy.” Tate shrugged off the gloom and set her sketch aside. “I had this wild notion we could raise her, the way my team raised the Phoenician ship a few years ago. Now, I have to be content with the pieces the storm and time have left behind.” She toyed with her pencil and tried not to think about the amulet.
No one spoke of it now. Superstition, she supposed. Angelique’s Curse was on everyone’s mind, as VanDyke was. Sooner or later, she was afraid both would have to be dealt with.
“I’ll let you get back to work, dear. I’m heading over to the Mermaid to work with Buck.” Marla smiled.
“I’ll swim over later and see what you’ve come up with.”
Tate turned back to her keyboard to log in the Rosary. Within twenty minutes, she was lost in an examination of a gold necklace. Its bird in flight pendant had survived the centuries, the tossing waves, the abrasive sand. She estimated the relic to be worth easily fifty thousand dollars, and efficiently noted it down and began her sketch.
Matthew watched her for a moment, the competent and graceful way she moved pencil over paper. The way the sun was slanting he could make out her ghostly profile in the reflection of her monitor.
He wanted to press his lips to that spot just at the nape of her neck. He wanted to wrap his arms around her, to have her lean back into him, relaxed, easy and just a little eager for his touch.
But he’d been cautious for the last few weeks. Hoping to move her toward him without tugging. Patience was costing him dozens of restless nights. It seemed only when they were beneath the sea that they moved in concert.
Every part of him was aching for more.
“They sent up a couple of wine jugs. One’s intact.”
“Oh.” Startled, she looked around. “I didn’t hear you come in. I thought you were on the Mermaid.”
“I was.” But all he’d been able to think about was that she was here, alone. “Looks like you’re keeping up with the haul.”
  
“I get antsy if I fall behind.” She brushed her braid off her shoulder, hardly aware she’d inched away when he sat beside her. But he was aware, and irritated. “I can usually get in several hours in the evening, when everyone’s turned in.”
He’d seen the light in the deckhouse every night when he’d restlessly paced his own deck. “Is that why you never come over to the Mermaid?”
“It’s easier for me to work in one spot.” Much easier not to risk sitting in the moonlight with him on his own turf. “By my calculations, we’re well ahead of where we were in the same amount of time in our excavation of the Marguerite. And we haven’t hit the mother lode.”
He leaned over to pick up the gold bird, but was more interested in the way her shoulder stiffened when his brushed it. “How much?”
Her brow creased. It was no more than expected, she supposed, that he could look at such a fabulous relic and think in dollars and cents. “At least fifty thousand, conservatively.”
“Yeah.” With his eyes on hers, he jiggled the necklace in his hand. “That ought to keep us afloat.”
“That’s hardly the issue.” Possessively, she took the necklace back, laid it gently on the padded cloth she had covering her worktable.
“What is the issue, Red?”
“I’m not going to waste my time discussing that with you, but there is something we need to talk about.” She shifted, angling herself so that she could face him and still keep a fair distance.
“We could talk about it over dinner.” He trailed a fingertip down her shoulder. “We haven’t taken a break in more than two weeks. Why don’t we take another run over to Nevis tonight?”
“Let’s not cloud business with your libido, Lassiter.”
“I can manage both.” He picked up her hand, kissed her fingers, then the small scar the moray had given her. “Can you?”
“I believe I have been.” But she drew her hand free, just to be safe. “I’ve given this a lot of thought,” she began. “We missed our chance to preserve the Marguerite. The Isabella is badly broken up, but we still have the opportunity to salvage some of her.”
“Isn’t that what we’re doing?”
“I don’t mean just her cargo, I mean her. There are treatments to preserve ships’ timbers, prevent their shrinking in open air. She can even be partially reconstructed. I need polyethylene glycol.”
“I don’t happen to have any on hand.”
“Don’t be cute, Matthew. Planks immersed in a bath of that solution are permeated with it. Even wood riddled with marine borers can be preserved. I want to call Hayden, ask him to get what’s needed, and to come and help me salvage the ship.”
“Forget it.”
“What do you mean forget it? She’s an important find, Matthew.”
“She’s our find,” he tossed back. “No way in hell I’m sharing her with some college professor.”
“He’s not some college professor. Hayden Deel is a brilliant marine archaeologist. One who’s dedicated himself to study and preservation.”
“I don’t give a damn what he’s dedicated to, he’s not coming in on this deal.”
“That’s the bottom line, isn’t it? The deal.” Disgusted, she shoved away so that she could scoot around the worktable and stand. “I’m not asking for him to have a share of your all-important booty. He wouldn’t expect it. Some of us don’t measure everything in dollars.”
“Easy for you to say when you’ve never had to scrape one together. You always had Mom and Dad to fall back on, a nice cozy home with supper on the stove.”
Anger paled her cheeks. “I made my way, Lassiter. On my own. If you’d ever bothered to think past the next wreck, you might have more than the loose change rattling around in your pocket. Now all you can think about is cashing in and living the good life. There’s more to this expedition than auctioning artifacts.”
“Fine, when we’ve auctioned those artifacts, you can do whatever the hell you want, with whoever you want.” He’d damn well kill anyone who touched her. “But until then, you don’t contact anyone.”
“That’s all it is to you, isn’t it?” She slapped her palms on the table, leaning forward until her angry eyes were level with his. “Just the money matters.”
“You don’t know what matters to me. You never did.”
“I thought you’d changed, just a little. I thought finding the Isabella meant more to you than what you could take from her.” Straightening again, Tate shook her head. “I can’t believe I could be so wrong about you twice.”
“Looks like you can.” He pushed away from the table. “You always accuse me of being self-involved, Tate, but what about you? You’re so wrapped up in what you want, the way you want it, even if it blocks off what you feel.”
Driven, he grabbed her arms, dragged her against him. “What do you feel? Damn it, what do you feel?” he repeated and closed his mouth over hers.
Too much, she thought as her heart went spinning. Too painfully much. “That isn’t the answer,” she managed.
“It’s one of them. Forget the Isabella, the amulet, your goddamn Hayden.” His eyes were dark and fierce. “Answer that one question. How do you feel?”
“Hurt!” she shouted over quick, useless tears. “Confused. Needy. Yes, I have feelings, damn you, Matthew, and you stir them up every time you touch me. Is that what you want to hear?”
“It’ll do. Pack a bag.”
He released her so suddenly, she stumbled. “What?”
“Pack a bag. You’re coming with me.”
“I—what? Where?”
“The hell with the bag.” She’d told him what he’d wanted to hear, and he wasn’t going to let her rethink it. Not this time. He grabbed her hand again and pulled her on deck. Before she had a clue what he was planning, he’d scooped her into his arms and was lowering her over the rail into the tender.
“Have you lost your mind?”
“I should have lost it weeks ago. I’m taking her to Nevis,” he shouted to the Mermaid. “We’ll be back in the morning.”
  
“In the morning.” Shading her eyes, Marla stared at her daughter. “Tate?”
“He’s lost his mind,” Tate called out, but was forced to sit when Matthew leapt nimbly down. “I’m not going with you,” she began, but was drowned out by the tender’s engine. “Stop the boat right now, or I’ll just go overboard.”
“I’ll pull you back,” he said grimly. “You’ll just get wet.”
“If you think I’m going to spend the night with you on Nevis—” She broke off when he whipped his head around. He looked too dangerous for arguments. “Matthew,” she said more calmly. “Get ahold of yourself. We had a disagreement, this is no way to settle it.” Her breath hitched when he cut the engine back. For one humming moment, she wondered if he would simply pitch her over the side.
“It’s long past time we finish what we started eight years ago. I want you, and you’ve just said you want me right back. You’ve had plenty of time to think about it. Until we settle this, it’s going to keep getting in the way.” His hand ached from his rough grip on the tiller. “You look at me, Tate, and you tell me you didn’t mean what you said, that it doesn’t affect you, and everything we’re doing here, and I’ll turn around and go back. That’ll be the end of it.”
Shaken, she dragged a hand through her tousled bangs. He’d shanghaied her, tossed her into a boat, and now he was putting the choice back in her hands. “You expect me to sit here like this and discuss the effects of sexual attraction.”
“No, I expect you to say yes or no.”
She looked back toward the Mermaid, where her mother still stood at the rail. Then toward the smoky peak of Nevis. Oh, hell.
“Matthew, we don’t have any clothes, luggage, we don’t have a room.”
“Is that a yes?”
She opened her mouth, heard herself babble. “This is crazy.”
  
“That’s a yes,” he decided, and gunned the engine. He didn’t speak to her again. They reached the pier, docked. As they crossed the beach at arm’s length, he pointed to an empty lounge chair. “Sit,” he told her. “I’ll be back.”
Too bemused to argue, she sat, staring at her bare feet, offering the wandering waitress who stopped by with a tray a vague shake of her head and a baffled smile at the offer of a drink.
Tate looked out to sea, but the Mermaid and the New Adventure were beyond sight. It seemed she’d cut her line.
If this was an answer, she could no longer think of the question. But when Matthew came back, held out his hand, she took it. They walked in silence through the gardens, across the slope of green lawn.
He unlocked a sliding glass door, pulled it closed behind them and flipped the latch.
The room was bright, airy, dreamy in pastels. The bed was neatly made, plumped with generous pillows. She stared at it, jerking only once when he pulled the blinds and tossed the room into shadows.
“Matthew—”
“We’ll talk later.” He reached behind her to undo her braid. He wanted her hair loose, flowing through his fingers.
She closed her eyes and would have sworn the floor tilted beneath her feet. “And if this is a mistake.”
“Haven’t you ever made one?”
His grin flashed, and she found herself smiling in response. “One or two. But—”
“Later.” He lowered his head and found her lips.
He’d been sure he needed to dive into her, the way he sometimes needed to dive into the sea, as if to save, or at least to find, his sanity. His hands had itched to tug at her clothes, to touch the skin beneath and possess what he’d once given up.
But the hot-edged hunger that had driven him to bring her here mellowed as her taste flowed through him. As sweet as yesterday, as fresh as the instant. Love, never quite conquered, swarmed through him in triumph.
  
“Let me see you,” he murmured. “I’ve waited so long to see you.”
Lightly, gently, mindful of her trembling, he loosened her blouse, slipped it aside. She was pale ivory and soft satin beneath, a delicate feast for hands and eyes.
“All of you.” As his mouth skimmed over her bare shoulder, he tugged at her shorts, at the practical swatch of cotton under them.
His mermaid, he thought, almost dizzy with discovery. So slim and white and beautiful.
“Matthew.” She dragged his shirt over his head, desperate for flesh to find flesh. “Touch me. I need you to touch me.”
With those words humming in his head, he lowered her to the bed and quietly, cleverly, pleasured them both.
Tenderness was so unexpected. So seductive. She had seen it once, hidden in the brash young man she had fallen in love with. But to find it now, after so long, was a treasure. His hands brushed and stroked and aroused while his mouth patiently swallowed her sighs.
Her own exploring fingers found muscle and scar, skin that heated under her curious caress. She tasted it, letting her lips and tongue skim over that flesh and savor the flavor of man and sea.
So she went dreaming, floating on a sea of shifting passions, thrilling to his murmurs of pleasure as he traveled over her. She arched to meet him, shuddering with delight when his mouth closed over her breast. So hot, so firm, so exquisitely controlled. All the while his hands moved steadily over her, sending tiny, eager pulses soaring.
When her sea began to toss, he soothed her back from the edge, teased her up again to the narrow verge until her breath came in gasps and she would have begged had she had the power. Storms brewed inside her so that the air was hot and heavy and throbbed with the threat.
He watched her, fascinated by the rapid flickers of pleasure, confusion and finally desperation on her face. His own mind was reeling when he sent her up and flying. His groan merged with hers as he felt her body tighten and shudder into wild release.
Fighting against a vicious slap of need, he closed his mouth over hers. When her breath began to settle, he nudged her gently, devastatingly over the edge again, into the tempest.
She couldn’t stop the shudders. It seemed her body would break apart. So she clung to him as wave after wave of sensation battered her. She had ridden out a hurricane in the Indian Ocean, crawled through a blinding sandstorm thirty feet beneath the sea. She had felt the heat and need of a man’s body meshed mindlessly with hers.
But nothing had touched her, stirred her blood or enticed her mind like this long, relentless loving. She had no secrets left to hide, no pride under which she might have buried them. Whatever she was, whatever he wanted from her, was there for him. Weak and wrecked and willing, she offered.
He slipped inside her slowly, savoring. Now he trembled as she did, resting his brow on hers as she took him deep, held him fast.
“Tate.” Emotions erupted inside him. “Just this,” he whispered. “Just you.”
His hands sought hers, fingers locking. He rocked inside her, struggling to keep the pace easy, to draw out the moment. He could feel his heart thudding in his chest, the blood that pounded, the deliriously soft, wet give of her.
Her nails dug into his shoulders, her body bucked and jerked. A sob tore from her throat and ended on his name.
Finally, when he was so steeped in her he’d lost himself, he dived.
 
While the sun lowered in the West Indian sky, VanDyke sipped Napoleon brandy thousands of miles away. He had the latest report on the activities of the Beaumont-Lassiter expedition on his desk.
It far from satisfied him.
From all appearances, they were still exploring the remains of the Marguerite. None of his contacts on St. Kitts or Nevis knew anything of importance. A busman’s holiday, the report indicated, but VanDyke wasn’t convinced.
His instincts were humming.
Perhaps it was time he followed them, he considered. A little trip to the West Indies might be in order. It would at least provide him with the opportunity to express his displeasure to Tate Beaumont.
And, if the Lassiters weren’t going to lead him to Angelique’s Curse after all these years, it was time he disposed of them.






PART THREE

FUTURE 
The future is purchased by the present.

—Samuel Johnson


    




 CHAPTER 20
T
ATE WONDERED IF it would be awkward. In her experience, mornings after routinely were. She’d been grateful to find herself alone when she’d awakened. It gave her the opportunity to shower and think.
They’d done very little talking the night before, she remembered. Then again, it was hard to hold a reasonable conversation while your brain was being fried with hot, demanding sex.
She let out a breath as she shrugged into the thick bathrobe the hotel provided. As far as the sex went, she thought, new precedents had been set in her body. Matthew Lassiter was going to be a very tough act to follow.
As she reached for the blow-dryer, she caught a glimpse of herself in the foggy mirror. Grinning.
Well, why not? she asked herself. She’d spent an incredible night having her system rocked. And, unless she was very mistaken, doing some rocking of her own.
But the sun was up, and it was time to deal with the reality of what happened next. They had a job to do, and though the tension had been wonderfully diffused, they were still bound to clash when it came to the bottom line.
It didn’t seem fair that two people who could meld so gloriously together under one set of circumstances couldn’t find solid mutual ground elsewhere.
Compromise, she supposed, sighing over the word, was the only solution.
Once her hair was nearly dry, she ran her tongue over her teeth and wished the pretty room included the amenity of a toothbrush. Worrying over it, she stepped back into the bedroom just as Matthew came through the glass doors.
“Oh, hi.”
“Hi back.” He tossed her a small bag. A glance inside had her shaking her head.
“You read my mind,” she said, taking out a toothbrush.
“Good. Now you can read mine.”
It wasn’t difficult as he came to her, picked her up and dropped her back on the bed.
“Matthew, really.”
“Yeah.” Grinning, he stripped off his shirt. “Really.”
It was an hour later before she could put the toothbrush to use.
 
“I was wondering,” she began as they crossed the beach toward the pier.
“What were you wondering?”
“How we’re going to handle this.”
“This?” He took her hand as they crossed the planks to the tender. “Being lovers? How much do you want to complicate it?”
“I don’t want to complicate it, I just want to—”
“Establish the rules,” he finished, then turned to kiss her in front of several grinning crew of the resort’s tour boat. “Never change, Red.”
Once she was in the tender, he cast off, sent a cheery wave to the crew and kicked the engine to life. He felt incredible.
“Is there something wrong with rules?” she asked.
He grinned again, turned the boat skillfully. “I’m crazy about you.”
That tugged a little too acutely at her heart. “That’s rule number one. Let’s not confuse physical attraction and compatibility.”
“With?”
“Anything.”
“I’ve always been crazy about you.”
“I mean it, Matthew.”
“I can see you do.” And it stung. But he wasn’t going to allow anything to dim his mood, or to wither the hope he’d begun to nourish while she’d slept beside him. “Okay, how’s this? I want to make love with you at every possible opportunity. Is that better?”
Her insides went liquid at the possibility, but she kept her voice brisk. “It may be more honest, but it’s hardly practical. There are six of us on two boats.”
“So, we’ll be inventive. You up to diving this morning?”
“Of course I am.”
To entertain himself, he studied her. Windblown, tousled, barefoot. “I wonder what it would be like to get you naked under water.” He held up a hand. “Just kidding. For now.”
If he thought the idea shocked her, he was wrong. But before she fantasized about it too deeply, she wanted to set the record straight. “Matthew, there are still issues we have to resolve.”
He slowed the tender. Damned if she wasn’t going to pick at it until she managed to spoil the mood. “You want to get back to the idea of calling in your associate, or whatever he was to you.”
“Hayden would be invaluable on a project like this, if he’s willing to take the time.”
“My answer stands, Tate. Listen to me before you start pissing me off again. We can’t risk it.”
“Risk involving one of the top scientists in the field?”
“Risk VanDyke getting wind of it.”
“You’re paranoid about this,” she said impatiently. “Hayden understands the necessity for discretion.”
“Hayden worked for Trident.”
Her chin shot up. “So did I. I’m sure Hayden was as unaware of the politics as I was. And even if he has been associated with VanDyke, he’d say nothing to anyone if I asked him.”
“You want to take the chance of losing it all again?”
She started to speak, hesitated because she was certain he was speaking about more than the hunt. “No,” she said quietly. “I don’t. We’ll table calling Hayden for now, but it’s something I feel strongly about.”
“Once we’ve played her out, you can call every scientist you know. I’ll even help you bring her up piece by piece if that’s what you want.”
She stared, speechless. “You would?”
He cut the engine with a jerk of the hand as they came alongside the New Adventure. “You don’t get it, do you, Red? Even now.”
Baffled, she lifted a hand toward his. “Matthew.”
“Work on it,” he snapped out, and jerked a thumb toward the ladder. “And be ready to dive in twenty minutes.”
Women, he thought as he steered the tender toward the Mermaid. They were supposed to be the sensitive, emotional ones. What a joke. There he’d been, all but dribbling with love like a sap and all she could talk about were rules and science.
LaRue, gold tooth gleaming, caught the line Matthew heaved to secure the tender. “So, mon ami, you feel refreshed this morning, eh?”
“Cram it,” Matthew suggested. He landed lightly on deck, stripping off his shirt as he went. “Save the comments. I want coffee.”
Not bothering to hide the grin, LaRue strolled toward the galley. “Me, when I spend the night with a woman we both smile in the morning.”
“Keep it up,” Matthew muttered, checking his gear. “You’ll lose another tooth.” After grabbing swimming trunks, he moved to the port side.
She’d gone to bed with him, he thought, bitterly. She’d let him have her until they had both been delirious. And she still thought he was one small step up from slime. He tugged off his shorts, yanked on his trunks. What the hell kind of woman was she?
  
When he stalked back for his wet suit, Buck was waiting.
“Just hold on a minute, boy.” After a night of soul-searching and worry, Buck was primed. He jabbed a finger in Matthew’s chest. “You’ve got some explaining to do.”
“What I’ve got is work to do. Get the airlift ready.”
“I never interfered with that—that hormone part of your life.” To keep Matthew in place, Buck jabbed again. “Figured you knew what was what. But when you start taking advantage of that sweet little girl.”
“Sweet,” Matthew interrupted. “Oh yeah, she’s real sweet when she’s tearing strips off you or kicking your guts out.” He grabbed his wet suit and sat to begin the process of stretching it over his legs. “What goes on between me and Tate isn’t any of your business.”
“Hell it isn’t. We’re all part of a team, and her daddy’s the best friend I ever had.” Buck rubbed a hand over his mouth and wished actively for a drink so that he could slide painlessly through the rest of the lecture. “I ain’t saying a man don’t have needs, and maybe it ain’t easy for you being out here all these weeks without any way to meet them.”
Eyes narrowed against the sun, Matthew stood to work the suit to his hips. “I got a hand if that’s all I need.”
Buck scowled. He didn’t like talking about such matters. But he had a duty. “Then why the hell didn’t you use it instead of using Tate? I told you this eight years ago, and I’ll tell you again. She ain’t no throwaway, boy, and I’m not going to stand around—”
“I didn’t use her, goddamn it.” He jammed an arm through the sleeve. “I’m in love with her.”
“Don’t you—” Buck stopped, blinked and decided he’d be better off sitting down. He waited, getting his bearings, while Matthew grabbed the coffee LaRue brought out. “You mean that?”
“Just get off my back.”
Buck looked toward LaRue, who was busying himself studying the compressor. “Look, Matthew, I don’t know much about that kind of thing, but . . . Well, Jesus, when did that happen?”
  
“About eight years ago.” Most of his anger drained, but the tension remained fierce in his shoulders. “Don’t hassle me about this, Buck. Did you get the weather report?”
“Yeah, yeah. We got no problem.” Knowing he was out of his depth, Buck rose awkwardly to help Matthew with his tanks. “Ray and the Canadian brought up some porcelain after you went ashore. Marla was going to clean it up.”
“Fine. Signal the Adventure, LaRue. I want to get started.”
“Better to finish,” LaRue commented, but walked to starboard to send up the hail.
 
“Of course I’m all right.” Tate strapped on her diving knife and tried to reassure her mother. “I’m sorry if you were worried.”
“I wasn’t worried, exactly. More concerned. I know Matthew would never hurt you.”
“Wouldn’t he?” Tate mumbled.
“Oh, honey.” Marla gathered her close for a quick, hard hug. “You’re a grown woman. I know that. And I know that you’re sensible and careful and responsible. All the things you should be. But are you happy?”
“I don’t know.” Wishing she did, Tate hitched on her tanks, tugged the strap snug. “I haven’t figured that out.” She glanced up at LaRue’s hail. “Matthew isn’t an easy man to understand.” Sighing, she hooked on her weight belt. “But I can handle it. And I can handle him.” She pulled on her flippers and frowned. “Dad’s not going to do anything crazy about this, is he?”
With a light laugh, Marla offered Tate her face mask. “I can handle him.” She lifted her gaze, looked across the water to where Matthew stood on deck. “Matthew Lassiter is an attractive and intriguing man, Tate. There are pockets in him the right woman could plumb.”
“I’m not interested in plumbing Lassiter’s pockets.” Tate adjusted her mask, then grinned. “But I wouldn’t mind getting my hands on him again.”
 
He didn’t give her much of an opportunity. The instant they were down at the wreck, he had the airlift sweeping. He worked fast and hard. At times the sand, shells and debris machine-gunned over her back and shoulders. She had to scramble to keep up with his progress, shifting through the fallout, filling buckets, tugging on the line that would signal Buck to haul them up. He gave her little time to delight in the finds.
A chunk of conglomerate struck her shoulder hard enough to bruise. Rather than wincing over the sting, she soothed herself by cursing him as she reached for the calcified form. The blackened silver coins fused together in an insane sculpture changed her mood. Swimming through the murk, she rapped sharply on Matthew’s tank.
He turned, easing back when she stuck the conglomerate in his face in triumph. He barely glanced at it. With a watery shrug, he went back to work.
What the devil was the matter with him? she wondered, and dropped the monied find in a bucket. He should have grinned, tugged her hair, touched her face. Something. Instead, he was working like a maniac without any of the pleasure that always flowed through their partnership.
She thought he was only interested in money; meanwhile, Matthew fumed and played the airlift over the sand. Did she really believe a hunk of silver would make him rear up and dance? She could keep every fucking coin as far as he was concerned. Turn every last one of them over to her precious dream museum or her precious Hayden Deel.
He’d wanted her, damn it. But he hadn’t known sex without her love, and goddamn it, her respect, would be hollow. Would leave him hollow.
Well, now he knew. That left him with only one goal. Angelique’s Curse. He’d search every inch of sand, every crevice, every foot of coral. And when he had it, he’d take his revenge on his father’s killer.
Revenge, Matthew decided, was a more satisfying goal than the love of a woman. God knew, it couldn’t hurt as much to fail.
He worked until his arms sang with fatigue, and his mind went numb with the monotony of it. Then the pipe whisked away sand, and he saw that first stunning flash of gold.
He drew the pipe back, glanced toward Tate. He could see she was scrambling through the cloudy water, her eyes sharp behind her mask, even though Matthew could sense the dragging fatigue in her movements.
He’d worked her too hard, and he knew it. Yet not once had she asked him to stop, or slow down. Has pride always been our problem? he wondered, then looked back at the shining coins, tossed like a god’s careless pocket change on the seafloor.
Smiling, he turned the pipe so that it would suck the coins. They flew back, clinking against Tate’s tanks, bulleting against her back. He saw the moment the first glint caught her eye, watched her hand dart. She scooped up doubloons like a child scoops up candy from a shattered piñata.
And she turned to him. It soothed his edgy heart that she would seek his face with her hands full of old gold.
He grinned as she swam toward him, tugged the neck of his suit open just enough to slip coins down his suit. Her eyes brimmed with laughter as he turned the pipe aside. Curious fish watched them wrestle, spin, then clumsily embrace.
Matthew jerked a thumb toward the surface, but she shook her head, pointed toward the airlift. With a nod, he shouldered it again while she scooped handfuls of coins from the sand to the bucket.
She had filled two to overflowing, and was happily exhausted when she spotted the pouch. It had been velvet and was tattered and worn. Even as her fingers touched it, the corners crumbled in her hand. Through the thready hole, stars fell.
Her breath literally stopped. With a trembling hand, she reached down and lifted the rope. Diamonds and sapphires exploded through the murk. It was three tiers, ridiculously heavy and ornate. The gems had held their fire through the centuries and flashed now before her dazzled eyes.
Stunned, she held it out to Matthew.
For one numbing moment, he thought they’d found it. He would have sworn he saw the amulet dripping from her hands, felt the power humming from the bloody stone. But when he touched it himself, it changed. Priceless, sumptuous, it was. But it held no magic. In a careless gesture, he tossed it over her head so that gems sparkled against her snug, dark suit.
This time when he signaled to surface, she nodded. She gave a tug on the ropes. Together they followed the buckets.
“We found the mother lode.” Exhaustion forgotten, Tate reached out for him as they broke the surface.
“I don’t think there’s any doubt of that.”
“Matthew.” Reverently, she slipped her fingers under the necklace. “It’s real.”
“Looks good on you.” He closed a hand over hers. “You still bring me luck, Tate.”
“Holy God Almighty!” came the shout from the Mermaid. “We got gold here, Ray,” Buck yelled. “We got ourselves buckets of gold.”
Tate grinned and squeezed Matthew’s hand. “Let’s go let them pat us on the back.”
“Good idea. I was thinking”—he kicked lazily toward the Mermaid—“if I were to swim over, say about midnight, go up to the bridge. There’s a lock on that door.”
She reached for the ladder ahead of him. “Now, that’s a good idea.”
 
Within two days, they had hauled up over a million dollars in gold. There were jewels that Tate was struggling to appraise and catalogue. The more stunning their success, the more precautions they took.
They moored the boats more than a hundred feet from the site, and Buck made a show of fishing off the bow at least twice a day when the tour boats passed within hailing distance. Tate took countless rolls of film and stored them. She sketched, and filed the drawings away.
She knew her dream of a museum was almost within her grasp. There would be articles to be written, papers to be published, interviews. She and her father debated plans and ideas. To Matthew, she said nothing of her hopes. His dreams, she knew, were different from hers. They worked together, hunted together. In the quiet of midnight, they made restless love on a padded blanket.
And if he sometimes seemed moody, if she would catch him studying her with unreadable eyes, she told herself they’d reached their compromise.
The expedition, and the quiet flow of spring into summer, couldn’t have been more perfect.
 
LaRue strolled, whistling, out of the deckhouse. He paused a moment, watching Buck and Marla hammer conglomerate. He admired the very attractive Mrs. Beaumont. Not only for her looks and slim, lovely body, but for her seamless class. The women who had flowed in and out of LaRue’s life had been interesting, intriguing, but very rarely had they been classy.
Even sweaty and grimy-handed, the pedigreed Southern belle shone through.
It was a pity the woman was married, he thought. One of the few rules LaRue never broke was to seduce a married woman.
“I must take the tender,” he announced. “We need supplies.”
“Oh.” Marla sat back on her heels, brushed beads of perspiration from her brow. “Are you going to Saint Kitts, LaRue? I was hoping to run in myself. I could really use some fresh eggs and fruit.”
“I would be happy to pick up whatever you would like.”
“Actually . . .” She offered him her most charming smile. “I’d love to go ashore for a little while. If you wouldn’t mind the company.”
His smile flashed as he quickly adjusted his plans. “Ma chère Marla, it would be my greatest pleasure.”
“Could you wait just a few minutes while I clean up?”
“My time is your time.”
All chivalry, he assisted her into the tender, watched her efficiently zip across the distance to the New Adventure. Nothing, he knew, would induce the lovely Mrs. Beaumont to swim even a few feet.
  
“You’re wasting your charm on her, Frenchie,” Buck grumbled and whacked his hammer.
“But, mon ami, I have so much to spare.” Amused, LaRue glanced back. “And what would you like me to bring you back from the island?”
A bottle of Black Jack, Buck thought, nearly tasting that first shock of whiskey in his throat. “I don’t need nothing.”
“As you wish.” He patted his pocket where his tobacco was stashed, then wandered back to the rail. “Ah, here comes my lovely shopping companion. A bientôt.”
Gallantly, LaRue took the tiller, executed a sweeping turn so that Marla could wave to Ray before they cruised toward St. Kitts.
“I really appreciate this, LaRue. Ray’s so wrapped up with his charts and inventory I didn’t have the heart to ask him to run me in.” Delighted with the prospect of poking through markets, she lifted her face to the wind. “And everyone’s so busy.”
“You work very hard yourself, Marla.”
“It hardly seems like work. Now, the diving.” She rolled her eyes. “That’s work. You enjoy it, though.”
“Matthew is an excellent teacher. After so many years on the water, it’s become a pleasure for me to explore beneath. Ray is the best of diving partners.”
“He’s always loved it. Now and again, he still tries to convince me to try it. I actually tried snorkeling once. The reefs off Cozumel were very exciting, but I forgot myself and paddled out a bit. Before I knew it, I was looking down at open water. It’s the oddest sensation.” She shuddered. “A kind of vertigo.” Amused at herself, she patted the life jacket she’d strapped on. “I’ll stick with boats.”
“It’s a shame you can’t see for yourself the Isabella.”
“With all the sketches Tate’s done, I feel as though I have. What will you do with your share, LaRue? Will you go back to Canada?”
“Spare me. Such cold.” He studied the shoreline in the distance. White sand, swaying palms. “Me, I prefer a warmer clime. Perhaps I will build a home here, and look down on the water. Or sail the world.” He grinned at her. “But whatever, I will enjoy being a rich man.”
It was, after all, a fine ambition.
Once he’d docked the boat, he escorted Marla into town, charmingly insisted on paying for their cab. Enjoying himself, he strolled through fruit and vegetable stands with her.
“Would you mind terribly if I took a turn through a couple shops, LaRue? I’m ashamed to admit such a female failing, but I’m feeling deprived. I’d just love to look at some trinkets. And I do need to buy some more tapes for my camcorder.”
“Then you must. I would like nothing more than to go with you, but I have an errand or two to take care of myself. Is it convenient to meet you here, in, oh, forty minutes?”
“That would be perfect.”
“Until then.” He took her hand, kissed it charmingly, then ambled off.
As soon as he was out of sight, he slipped into the lobby of a small hotel. He needed the privacy of a phone booth, and settled inside. The number he needed was inside his head. Such things were dangerous to write down for other eyes to see.
He waited patiently, humming to himself as the operator connected the call. Collect, of course. He sneered as the pompous voice announced, “VanDyke residence.”
“I have a collect call for Silas VanDyke from a Mr. LaRue. Will you accept the charges?”
“One moment, please.”
“One moment, please,” the operator repeated in her lovely island voice for LaRue’s benefit.
“I have nothing but time, mademoiselle.” To pass it, he rolled a cigarette.
“This is VanDyke, I’ll accept the charges.”
“Thank you. Go ahead, Mr. LaRue.”
“Bonjour, Mr. VanDyke, you are, I hope, well?”
“Where are you calling from?”
“The lobby of a little hotel on Saint Kitts. The weather is quite wonderful.”
  
“The rest of them?”
“The lovely Mrs. Beaumont is souvenir shopping. The others are at sea.”
“What are they looking for? The Marguerite is played out. I saw to it personally.”
“So she is. You left little even for the worms. Tate was very upset.”
“Was she?” A trace of malevolent pleasure crept into his voice. “She should have stayed where I put her. But that’s another problem to be dealt with. I want a full report, LaRue. I’m paying you very well to keep tabs on the Lassiters.”
“And I’m delighted to do so. You may be interested to know that Buck has gone on the wagon. He suffers, but he’s yet to reach for a bottle.”
“He will.”
“Perhaps.” LaRue blew out smoke, watched it curl toward the top of the booth. “He doesn’t dive. When others do, he bites his nails and sweats. You might be interested that Matthew and Tate are lovers. They rendezvous nightly.”
“I’m disappointed in her taste.” The lovely, cultured voice tightened. “Gossip is entertaining, LaRue, but I don’t like to pay for it. How long do they intend to stay with the Marguerite?”
“We left the Marguerite weeks ago.”
The pause was brief. “Weeks ago, and you didn’t bother to inform me?”
“I have, as I always have, relied on my own instincts. I enjoy dramatic timing, mon ami. Now it seems more appropriate to tell you we have found the wreck of the Isabella. And, she is rich.” He drew in more fragrant smoke, blew it out. “My diving companion, Ray Beaumont, believes quite strongly that she holds something most precious.”
“Which is?”
“Angelique’s Curse.” LaRue smiled to himself. “I think it would be wise for you to wire a bonus of one hundred thousand American dollars into my Swiss account. I will check in twenty minutes to see that the transaction has taken place.”
“A hundred thousand dollars, for a fantasy.” But there was a breathlessness in the words that came clearly over the wire.
“When I’m assured the money is in place, I will use the fax from this charming little hotel and send you copies of the documentation Ray has worked so hard and long to gather. I believe you will find it well worth the price. I will contact you again, soon, with our progress. A bientôt.”
Very pleased with himself, he hung up before VanDyke could finish the next sentence.
The money would come, LaRue thought. VanDyke was too much the businessman to ignore the investment.
LaRue rubbed his hands together and exited the booth, hoping the hotel ran a little coffee shop where he could pass a quiet twenty minutes.
It was so amusing, he decided, to stir the pot, and watch just how it simmered.






 CHAPTER 21
S
HE WAS LATE. Matthew paced the bridge, telling himself it was ridiculous to feel disappointed that she hadn’t been waiting for him. He’d seen the light in the deckhouse when he’d started his swim over. Obviously, she was involved in something. Eventually, her concentration would break, she’d glance at the clock and realize it was after midnight.
Eventually.
He moved quietly to the pilot window again to stare out at the sea and stars.
Like any sailor, he could map the world with those stars. With them, he could find his way to any point of land or body of water. But he had no map, no guide to show him the route to what he coveted most. On that journey, he was blind and without direction.
All of his life it had been helplessness that had shamed him more than any emotion, any failing. He had been helpless to prevent his mother’s desertion, his father’s murder, Buck’s mutilation. And he was helpless now to defend himself against his own heart, and the woman who didn’t want it.
He wished he could blame this restlessness that chewed at him on something as simple as sex. But that basic thirst had been slaked. He still wanted her, he couldn’t look at her and not want her. Yet it went so far beyond the physical.
He supposed it had always been beyond the physical.
How could he explain that he was a different man with her? Could be a different man if she felt even a shadow for him of what he felt for her. Living without her was possible. He’d done it before and knew he would do it again. But he would never be what he wanted to be, or have what he wanted to have, unless she was part of it.
There was nothing he could do but take what she gave him, and let her go when the time came.
He knew what it was like to exist for the moment. Most of his life had been like that. It was demeaning to realize that one woman could make him yearn for a future, for boundaries and responsibilities.
A woman, he knew, who didn’t believe him capable of accepting any responsibility.
There was no way to prove her wrong. They both understood that if he found what he was looking for, he would take it. And he would use it. Once he possessed Angelique’s Curse, he would lose Tate. There was no way he could hold both of them, and no way he could live with himself if he ignored his debt to his father.
Now, alone, watching the stars mirror themselves on the water, he could hope that the necklace and all it stood for remained buried under the greedy sea.
“I’m sorry.” She came in quickly, her hair flying as she turned to close and lock the door. “I was sketching the ivory fan and lost track. It’s fantastic to realize something so delicate could survive untouched and perfect for all these years.”
She stopped. He was staring at her in the way he sometimes did that made her feel awkward and terrifyingly transparent. What was in his mind? she wondered. How did he hide those emotions that drove him? It was like looking at a volcano and knowing that far beneath the surface, lava was boiling.
“Are you angry? It’s only quarter past.”
“No, I’m not angry.” Those eyes, with all the secrets glinting, held hers relentlessly. “Do you want some wine?”
“You brought wine?” Suddenly nervous, she shook back her hair. “That’s nice.”
“I filched it from LaRue. He picked up some fancy French kind when he went ashore with Marla the other day. It’s already opened.” Matthew picked up the bottle and poured two glasses.
“Thanks.” She took the glass and wondered what to do next. Normally, they simply dived to the floor and tore off their clothes, as greedy as children unwrapping gifts. “There’s a storm brewing west of here. It could be trouble.”
“It’s still early for hurricanes. Buck’s keeping his eye on it, though. Tell me about the fan LaRue brought up this afternoon.”
“It’s probably worth two or three thousand. More to a serious collector.”
He reached out to touch her hair. “Tate, tell me about the fan.”
“Oh. Well.” Off balance, she wandered to the port window. “It’s ivory, sixteen spikes, carved in a swirl pattern that forms a rose in full bloom when it’s opened. I’d gauge it at mid-seventeenth century. It was already an heirloom when the Isabella went down.”
He twined a lock of her hair around his finger, kept his eyes on hers. “Who owned it?”
“I don’t know.” Sighing, she turned her cheek toward his hand. “I wondered if it might have belonged to a young bride. It would have been passed down to her. She might have held it on her wedding day, as something old. She’d never use it; it would be too precious to her. But now and again, she’d take it out of the box she kept in her dressing table. She’d open it, run her finger over the rose and think of how happy she’d been when she’d carried it down the aisle.”
“Do women still do that?” Touched by the vision, he took her untouched wine, set it aside. “Something old, something new?”
“I suppose they do.” Her head fell back as he skimmed his lips along the line of her jaw. “If they want a traditional wedding. The once-in-a-lifetime white dress and train. The music, the flowers.”
“Is that what you want?”
“I don’t—” Her heart stuttered when his mouth cruised over hers. “I haven’t thought about it. Marriage isn’t a priority for me.” Pulse quickening, she skimmed her hands under his shirt to run them along his back. “God, I love your body. Make love with me, Matthew.” Greedily, and a little rough, she scraped her teeth over his throat. “Now. Right now.”
If that was all there could be, he’d take it. He’d take her. But she wouldn’t forget, by God, she’d never forget it had been he who had stripped away every layer of that logic.
In one fierce move, he wrapped her hair around his hand, used it to yank her head back. As she opened her mouth in surprise at the sudden ruthlessness, he plundered it.
She made a sound in her throat, part protest, part arousal. Her hands came to his shoulders to pry herself free, but his darted up the baggy leg of her shorts. His fingers drove into her and shot her into a shocking and violent orgasm.
Her legs buckled. He took no time for the niceties of a blanket this time, but dragged her to the floor. Even as she gasped for breath, he was on her. His hands and mouth were everywhere, tugging, tearing at her clothes to ravish the flesh beneath.
She writhed beneath him, clawed, but not in defense. Some part of her mind realized that volcano had finally erupted. She churned in the dark, mindless pleasure as it poured its lethal heat over her. His mouth and tongue were on her, forcing her to accept a new and terrifying level of madness. As greedy as he, she arched against him, felt the hot spurt of her own jittery climax.
“Now.” She wanted to scream it. Desperate, she fumbled for him. “Oh God, now.”
But he streaked up her body, pinned her hands over her head. When she opened her eyes, the light dazzled them.
  
“No, you look at me,” he demanded when her lashes fluttered down again. “You look right at me.” His lungs were burning and the words ground in his throat like glass. But her eyes opened, an unfocused, swimming green. “Can you think?”
“Matthew.” Her hand strained against his. “Take me now. I can’t stand it.”
“I can.” Linking her wrists in one hand, he cupped the other over her hot center so that she bucked wildly under him. She came again, violently. He bit back his own groan when her arms went to water under his grip. “Can you think?” he repeated.
But she was beyond words, beyond sight. Her senses were scattered, a tangle of live wires that sparked and sizzled through her system. When he released her hands, she didn’t move, but lay defenseless against the next onslaught.
He devoured her, inch by inch, pale flesh, delicate curves. When he could feel himself all but being absorbed into her, when her mouth was as hungrily avid as his again, he thrust into her.
 
She felt battered and bruised and blissful. His weight pinned her to the unforgiving floor, and she thought vaguely of the aches she would have in the morning. Somehow she found the strength to stroke a hand over his hair.
She felt sorry for every woman who didn’t have Matthew Lassiter as a lover.
“I could use that wine,” she managed in a voice that came huskily through a dry throat. “Any chance you can reach it? Or if not, if you can roll off, I might be able to crawl a few feet.”
He pushed himself up and wondered how he could feel drained, satisfied, pleased and ashamed all at once. He brought both glasses back, sat beside her on the floor.
With effort, she lifted rockily to her elbow and took the glass. A long, cooling sip did a great deal to steady her. “What,” she asked slowly, “was that?”
He jerked a shoulder. “Sex.”
  
After a long, appreciative breath, she smiled. “Not that I’m complaining, but it seemed a little more like war.”
“As long as we both won.” Since he’d already drained his glass, he rose to fetch the bottle.
The last thing she’d expected after such wild intimacy was the cool tone. Concerned, she laid a hand on his knee. “Matthew, is something wrong?”
“No. Everything’s dandy.” He tossed back more wine, stared into the glass. “Sorry if I got too rough.”
“No.” Though she couldn’t have said where it had sprung from, tenderness welled inside her. Very gently, she cupped his cheek. “Matthew . . .” Words fumbled inside her head, inside her heart. She struggled to choose the ones best suited to what they had together. “Making love with you is extraordinary, every time. No one’s ever . . .” No, it seemed wise to back off from that. “I’ve never,” she corrected, “felt more free with anyone.” She tried a smile, a lightness. “I guess it comes from both of us knowing where we stand.”
“Right, we know where we stand.” He cupped the back of her head, held firm as his gaze drilled into hers. “Sometimes, you can stand in one place too long.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
He pulled her up, crushed his mouth against hers until he tasted his own mistakes. “Maybe I don’t, either. I’d better go.”
“Don’t.” Compelled by emotions fighting to be free, she took his hand. “Don’t go, Matthew. I . . . it’s a nice night for a swim. Will you come with me? I don’t want to be without you yet.”
He turned her hand over, pressed his lips to the palm in a way that made her eyes film. “I don’t want to be without you, either.”
 
All this time, VanDyke thought. All these years, the Lassiters had played him for a fool. It was all clear now.
Unwilling to waste time with sleep, he pored over the papers LaRue had sent him, reading over the words again and again until he all but knew them by rote. He had underestimated them, he decided, and blamed himself for so careless a mistake.
Too many mistakes, he thought, carefully dabbing at the sweat that beaded above his lip. All because the amulet remained out of reach.
James Lassiter had known where to find Angelique’s Curse, and had likely died laughing at his murderer. VanDyke was not a man to be laughed at.
Curling a fist around a jeweled letter opener, he viciously and mindlessly hacked through the creamy upholstery of a Queen Anne occasional chair. Brocade ripped like flesh, sounding like tiny screams as horsehair vomited out. The oval mirror on the wall reflected his face, wild and white, as he stabbed and tore.
His fingers were cramped and aching when the lovely little seat was no more than rags. His breath heaved in and out, sobbing on the air over the sounds of Mozart from the recessed speakers.
Shuddering once, he let the antique weapon drop onto the carpet, stumbled back from his latest work. It was only a chair, he thought as the sweat dried calmly on his skin. Only a thing, easily replaced. To help settle his uneasy stomach, he poured a soothing brandy.
That was better, he assured himself. It was natural for a man to let his temper out, especially a strong man. Holding it in only caused ulcers and headaches and self-doubt.
That’s what his father had done, VanDyke recalled. Rather than making him strong, it had weakened him. It seemed he was thinking of his father, and his mother, more and more lately. Remembering how flawed they were, finding comfort in the fact that he had escaped all their weaknesses. No, no, had triumphed over the weaknesses of mind and body.
His mother’s brain had betrayed her; his father’s heart had killed him. But their son had learned to keep both strong.
Yes, it was better, much better to vent. Sipping, he took a calming turn around his office aboard the Triumphant.
Momentary physical release was sometimes necessary, he told himself, pursing his lips as he studied the rags of silken material that were scattered over the floor. It purged the blood.
But a cool head was imperative. And, of course, he rarely lost his.
Perhaps, just perhaps, he admitted, he had been a bit impulsive when he’d killed James Lassiter. But he’d been younger then, less mature. And he really had hated the bastard so.
Yet now to know that even in death James had tricked him . . . Fury clawed through him again, so ferociously that VanDyke had to close his eyes, struggle through his deep-breathing exercises to prevent himself from hurling the snifter and shattering the lovely Baccarat.
No, the Lassiters would cost him nothing more, he promised himself. Not even the price of a glass of brandy. Settled again, he walked out on deck to let the balm of the night air caress him.
The yacht moved swiftly through the Pacific, Costa Rica to the east.
He’d nearly taken his jet to the West Indies before he’d controlled the impatience. The time it would take to get there by sea would be put to very good use. His plans were already formulating, and with his own man part of Lassiter’s team, it was almost like being there himself.
Of course, LaRue was a bit of a nuisance with his periodic demands for bonuses. VanDyke smiled to himself and swirled brandy. Then again, he, too, would be dealt with, after his usefulness had passed.
The ultimate termination of an employee, he thought with a low, long chuckle. And that would be a small but sweet pleasure.
The man had no ties, no family, just as VanDyke preferred his tools. No one would miss a middle-aged French Canadian ship’s cook.
Ah, but that little diversion was for later. The real joy would come from disposing of the Lassiters, and their partners. He would use them first, let them dig and dive and work. The effort would give them a sense of satisfaction, the belief that they were deceiving him would delight them.
  
Oh, he could imagine their laughter, their excited meetings discussing their cleverness. They would be so smug and self-congratulatory that they had had the patience to wait so long when they had known just where to strike.
Matthew had worked eight years, VanDyke mused, in bone-chilling water, doing the kind of salvage work true treasure hunters scoffed at, certain his nemesis would lose interest. To be fair, VanDyke had to admire him for his efforts and long-range view of the prize.
But the prize would never belong to anyone but Silas VanDyke. It was his legacy, his property, his triumph. The owning of it would shove every possession he’d ever had into the shadows.
Once they had the amulet, held the prize in their trembling hands, were filled with the elation of success, it would be so much more satisfying to destroy them.
Chuckling to himself, VanDyke polished off his brandy. In one sharp strike, he shattered the delicate crystal on the rail and let the shards tumble glittering into the water. Not because he was angry, not because he was violent, he mused.
Simply because he could.
 
The storm came in hard, with sheeting rain and howling wind. Ten-foot seas buffeted both boats and made diving impossible. After a debate and vote, the Lassiter-Beaumont team opted to ride it out. Once she’d accustomed herself to the movement of the boat, Tate settled down with her computer and a jug of hot tea.
There would be no midnight rendezvous tonight, she mused. It surprised her how much the lack disappointed her. Perhaps the storm was a lucky break, she decided. Without realizing it, she’d let herself get entirely too used to having Matthew beside her.
It wasn’t wise to become used to anything that included Matthew.
After a great deal of internal debate, she’d convinced herself it was all right, at least safe, to care about him. Affection and attraction didn’t have to be a dangerous combination. However much they clashed, however much he tended to irritate her, she liked him. They had too much in common to remain truly at odds.
At least her heart was her own this time around. For that, she was grateful. To care and to want were a far cry from being in love. Logically, practically, sex was more satisfying when a woman felt affection, even friendship for her lover. Just as logically, practically, only a fool loved when the end had already been written.
Matthew would take his share of the Isabella and go. Just as she would take hers. It was a pity that what they wanted from that long doomed ship was so diverse. Still, it didn’t matter as long as neither interfered with the other’s goals.
Frowning, she switched documents so that the article she was drafting out on Angelique’s Curse popped on screen.
Legends such as the one surrounding the Maunoir amulet, also known as Angelique’s Curse, often have their roots in fact. Though it is illogical to ascribe mystical powers to an object, the legend itself has life. Angelique Maunoir lived in Brittany and was known as the village wise woman, or healer. She did indeed own a jeweled necklace such as described above, a gift from her husband, Etienne, the youngest son of the Count DuTashe. Documentation indicates that she was arrested, charged with witchcraft and executed in October of 1553.
Excerpts from her personal journal relate her story and her intimate thoughts on the eve of her execution. On October the tenth of that year, she was burned at the stake as a witch. Limited available data indicates she was sixteen. It is not indicated that, as was often done to show mercy, she was strangled first rather than burned alive.
On reading her words written the night before her execution, one can speculate on how the legend of Angelique’s Curse grew and spread.
NOTE: transcribe last portion of diary.
A deathbed curse, from a woman distraught and   desperate? An innocent woman grieving over the loss of her beloved husband, betrayed by her father-in-law and facing a horrible death. Not only her own, but her unborn child’s. Such truths lead to myth.
Dissatisfied with her own take on the matter, Tate leaned back and reread. When she reached for her thermos of tea, she saw Buck in the doorway.
“Well, hi. I thought you were battened down with Matthew and LaRue on the Mermaid.”
“Damn Canuk makes me nuts,” Buck grumbled. His yellow slicker ran with water, his thick lenses were fogged with it. “Thought I’d come over and hang out with Ray.”
“He and Mom are up in the bridge, I think, listening to the weather reports.” Tate poured the tea, held up the half filled lid of the thermos. She could see that it wasn’t just LaRue that had Buck nervous. “The last I heard, the storm was blowing herself out. We should be clear by midday tomorrow.”
“Maybe.” Buck took the tea, then set it down without tasting it.
Reading him well, Tate pushed back from the monitor. “Take that wet thing off, Buck, and sit down, will you? I could really use the break and the company.”
“Don’t want to mess up your work.”
“Please.” With a laugh, she rose to get another cup from the galley. “Please mess up my work, just for a few minutes.”
Reassured, he stripped off his dripping slicker. “I was thinking maybe Ray’d be up for some cards or something. Don’t seem to have a lot to do with my time.” He slipped onto the settee, drummed his fingers on the table.
“Feeling restless?” she murmured.
“I know I’m letting the boy down,” he burst out, then flushed and picked up the tea he didn’t want.
“That’s just not true.” She hoped her basic psych course in college, and her understanding of the man beside her, would guide her instincts. No one spoke of the fact that he didn’t dive. Perhaps it was time someone did. “None of us could get along without you, Buck. Not diving doesn’t mean you’re not productive or an essential part of the team.”
“Checking equipment, filling tanks, hammering rocks.” He winced. “Taking videos.”
“Yes.” She leaned forward to lay a hand over his restless one. “That’s as important as going down.”
“I can’t go down, Tate. Just can’t.” He stared miserably at the table. “And when I watch the boy go, it dries up the spit in my mouth. I start thinking about taking a drink. Just one.”
“But you don’t, do you?”
“Guess I figured out just one’d be the end of me. But it doesn’t stop the wanting.” He glanced up. “I was gonna talk to Ray about this. Didn’t mean to hit you with it.”
“I’m glad you did. It gives me the chance to tell you how proud I am of the way you’ve pulled yourself together. And that I know you’re doing it more for Matthew than for anyone else, even yourself.”
“At one time, all we had was each other. Some wouldn’t think so, but there were good times. Then I cut him off, or tried to. But he stuck by me. He’s like his dad was. He’s got loyalty. He’s stubborn, and he keeps too much inside. That’s the pride working there. James always figured he could handle whatever came, that he could do it on his own. And it killed him.”
He lifted his eyes again. “I’m afraid the boy’s heading the same way.”
“What do you mean?”
“He’s got his teeth in this, nothing’s going to shake him loose. What he brings up day after day, oh, it’s exciting for him. But he’s waiting and wanting just one thing.”
“The amulet.”
“It’s got hold of him, Tate, just like it got hold of James. It scares me. The closer we get, the more it scares me.”
“Because if he finds it, he’ll use it against VanDyke.”
“Fuck VanDyke. Sorry.” He cleared his throat, sipped at the tea. “I ain’t worried about that sonofabitch. That the boy can handle just fine. It’s the curse.”
  
“Oh, Buck.”
“I’m telling you,” he said stubbornly. “I feel it. It’s close.” He looked out the window at the lashing rain. “We’re close. Could be this storm’s a warning.”
Struggling not to laugh, Tate folded her hands. “Now listen to me, I understand the seafaring superstitions, but the reality here is that we’re excavating a wreck. This amulet is very likely an artifact of that wreck. With luck and hard work, we’ll find it. I’ll sketch it and tag it and catalogue it just the way I do every other piece we bring up. It’s metal and stone, Buck, with a fascinating and tragic story attached. But that’s all it is.”
“Nobody who ever owned it lived to see a happy old age.”
“People often died young, violently and tragically during the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.” She gave his hand a squeeze and tried another tack. “Let’s say, just for argument’s sake, that the amulet does hold some sort of power. Why would it have to be evil? Buck, have you read Angelique’s diary? The part your brother copied down?”
“Yeah. She was a witch, and she put a curse on the necklace.”
“She was a sad, grieving and angry woman. She was facing a terrible death, convicted of witchcraft and of murdering her husband, a man she loved. An innocent woman, Buck, helpless to change her fate.” Seeing he was far from convinced, she blew out a breath. “Damn it, if she’d been a witch, why didn’t she just disappear in a puff of smoke or turn her jailers into toads?”
“Don’t work that way,” he said stubbornly.
“Fine, it doesn’t work that way. So she put a spell or whatever on the necklace. If I read correctly, she cursed those who condemned her, those who would take her last link with her husband through greed. Well, Matthew didn’t condemn her, Buck, and he didn’t take her necklace. What he may do is find it again, that’s all.”
“And when he does, what’ll it do to him?” Desperate concern made his eyes glossy and dark. “That’s what eats at me, Tate. What’ll it do to him?”
  
A shiver raced through her. “I can’t answer that.” Surprised at how uneasy she’d become, she picked up her cup and tried to warm her suddenly chilly hands. “But whatever happens, it will be Matthew’s doing, his choosing, not an ancient curse on a piece of jewelry.”






 CHAPTER 22
L
ONG AFTER
B
UCK had gone off to find her father, his words and his worries haunted Tate. She couldn’t dismiss them as absurd or mildly hysterical. She understood that the belief itself, the reality of it was what created legends.
And she’d believed once. When she’d been young and softhearted and ready to dream, she’d believed in the possibility of magic and myth and mystery. She’d believed in a great many things.
Annoyed with herself, she poured more tea, tepid now as she’d forgotten to close the thermos. It was foolish to regret a loss of naïveté. Like childhood games, it was something that was set aside with time and knowledge and experience.
She’d learned the reasons behind such legends as Angelique’s Curse. Indeed that was part of her fascination for her work. The whys and hows and whos were as important to her as the weight and date and fashion of any artifact she had ever held in her hands.
Innocence and wide eyes were lost perhaps, but her education hadn’t diminished her curiosity or her imagination. It had only enhanced it, and given it a channel.
Over the years she, too, had gathered information on Angelique’s Curse. Bits and pieces of research she had eventually filed away on disk. More, or so she had thought, out of a sense of organization than curiosity.
It didn’t have the renown of the Hope Diamond, or the cache of the philosopher’s stone, yet its story and travels were interesting. Following the trail of any artifact gave a scientist facts, dates and a glimpse of the humanity of history.
From Angelique Maunoir to the count who had condemned her, from the count after his death to his eldest daughter, who had fallen from her horse and broken her neck on the way to a tryst with a lover.
Nearly a century had passed before it had turned up again in verified documentation. In Italy, Tate mused, where it survived a fire that had destroyed its owner’s villa and left him a widower. Eventually it had been sold, and traveled to Britain. The merchant who purchased it committed suicide. It came into the hands of a young duchess who apparently wore it happily for thirty years. But when her son inherited the necklace, along with her estate, he drank and gambled away his fortune and died penniless and insane.
And so the necklace had been purchased by Minnefield, who had lost his life on the great Australia reef. The necklace had been assumed lost there, buried in sand and coral.
Until Ray Beaumont had found an old, tattered book and had read of a sailor and an unknown Spanish lady who faced a hurricane aboard the galleon Isabella.
Those were the facts, Tate thought now. Death was always cruel, but rarely mysterious. Accidents, fires, illnesses, even poor luck were simply part of the cycle of living. Stones and metal could neither cause nor change it.
But despite all the facts, the scientific data, Buck’s fears had translated to her, and had that well-groomed imagination working in overdrive.
Now the storm seemed eerie with its keening wind and lashing waves. Every distant flash of lightning was a warning that nature continued to thrive on possibilities.
The night seemed to warn that certain of those possibilities were best left untapped.
More than ever she wanted to contact Hayden, to call on a fellow scientist to help her put the Isabella and its treasures, all of its treasures, back into perspective. She wanted someone to remind her just what it was they had. An archeological find of significant importance. Not a witch’s curse that seduced.
But the night was wild and full of voices.
“Tate.”
She had the unpleasant experience of discovering just what it felt like to jump out of her skin. After she’d knocked over her cup, spilled lukewarm tea into her lap, she had the presence of mind to swear as Matthew laughed at her.
“Little jumpy?”
“It’s hardly a night for visitors, and you’re number two.” She rose to grab a towel from a storage cabinet to mop up the spill. “Buck’s probably upstairs, trying to wrangle a card game. What are you—”
She looked at him for the first time, saw that he was soaking wet. His shirt and worn jeans clung to him and dripped water heedlessly on the floor.
“You swam over? Are you insane?” She was already grabbing more towels as she berated him. “For Christ’s sake, Lassiter, you might have drowned.”
“Didn’t.” He stood cooperatively as she rubbed the towel over his hair and muttered at him. “I had an uncontrollable urge to see you.”
“You’re old enough to control your urges. Go to Dad’s cabin and get some dry clothes before you catch a chill to go with your insanity.”
“I’m fine.” He took the towel, looped it around her neck and used it to pull her to him. “You didn’t really think a little squall would stop me from keeping our date?”
“I had the mistaken belief that common sense would outweigh lust.”
“Wrong.” His lips curved as they met hers. “But I wouldn’t turn down a drink. Got any whiskey?”
She sighed. “There’s brandy.”
“Good enough.”
“Put a towel on the bench before you sit,” she ordered as she turned into the adjoining galley to locate the bottle and a glass. “You just left LaRue alone on the Mermaid?”
“He’s a big boy. The wind’s dropping some anyway.” Pumped up by the swim and the storm, he took the brandy, and her hand. “Want to sit on my lap and neck?”
“No, thanks very much. You’re wet.”
Grinning, he tugged her down and nuzzled. “Now we’re both wet.”
She laughed, and found it amazingly easy to give in. “I guess I should consider the fact that you risked life and limb. Here.” She angled his face with her hand so that her lips could fit nicely over his. On a little murmur of approval, she sank into the kiss. “Warming up?”
“You could say that. Mmm, come back,” he muttered when she lifted her head.
When he was satisfied, he cuddled her head on his shoulder, smiling as she toyed with the silver disk on the chain around his neck.
“I could see the light in here from the Mermaid. I kept thinking, she’s in there, working away, and I’m never going to get any sleep.”
Finding it lovely to be snuggled in his lap, she sighed. “I don’t think anyone’s going to get very much sleep tonight. I’m glad you’re here.”
“Yeah?” His hand slipped nimbly up to cup her breast.
“No, not because of that. I wanted to . . . mmm.” Her mind slipped quietly out of gear as his thumb teased her nipple through her dampened shirt. “How is it you always know just where to touch me?”
“I’ve done a study on it. Why don’t you turn off that machine of yours, Red? We’ll go lock ourselves in your cabin. I can show you a terrific way to ride out a storm at sea.”
“I’m sure you could.” And it was ridiculously easy for her to envision them tucked into her bunk, riding the waves, and each other. “I need to talk to you, Matthew.” Greedily she angled her head to give his busy mouth freer access to her throat. “I never realized I had such a hair trigger sex drive.”
  
“Looks like you needed my finger on your trigger, sweetheart.”
“Apparently.” Because that idea was more than a little unnerving, she shifted and rose. “We do have to talk.” Determined to remember her priorities, she took a steadying breath and tugged her shirt back into place. “I was going to try to find a way to get you alone tomorrow.”
“That sounds promising.”
“I think I’ll have a brandy, too.” It would give her a minute to compose herself, she decided. At a safe distance, she poured a second glass, easily adjusting to the sway of the boat. “Matthew, I’m worried about Buck.”
“He’s getting his balance.”
“You mean he’s not drinking. Okay that’s good, that’s important, even if he is facing his problem for you instead of for himself.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Take the blinders off.” She scooted onto the bench from the opposite side. “He’s here and he’s dry because of you. He feels he owes you.”
“He doesn’t owe me jack,” Matthew said flatly. “But if it helps keep him from drinking himself to death, that’s fine.”
“I agree, to a point. Eventually, he’ll have to keep himself sober for himself. That’s not going to happen as long as he’s so worried about you.”
“About me?” With a half laugh, Matthew sampled the brandy. “What’s he got to be worried about?”
“About you finding Angelique’s Curse, and paying for it.”
Annoyed to have the recklessly cheerful mood that had driven him into a stormy sea shattered, he dragged a hand through his wet hair. “Look, as long as I’ve partnered with him, he’s wanted that damn necklace. He worried about it, sure, but he wanted it. Because my father wanted it.”
“And now you do.”
“That’s right.” He knocked back more brandy. “Now I do.”
“And for what purpose, Matthew? Underlying it all, the nonsense about spells and witches, I really think that’s what’s eating at Buck.”
“So, now it’s nonsense.” He smiled a little. “You didn’t always think so.”
“I used to believe in the Tooth Fairy, too. Listen to me.” With some urgency, she closed her hand over his. “Buck’s not going to feel easy in his mind or his heart as long as the amulet is an issue.”
“Don’t ask me to forget it, Tate. Don’t ask me to make a choice like that.”
“I’m not.” She sat back, sighed again. “Even if I could convince you, I have to work on my father, probably LaRue. Even myself.” With a restless movement of her shoulders, she glanced over to the monitor. “I’m not immune to the fascination, Matthew.”
“You’ve been writing about it.” Intrigued, he nudged at her to get a better look. “Let me read it.”
“It’s not finished. It’s rough. I was just—”
“Let me read it,” he repeated, “I’m not going to grade you on it.”
Huffing a bit because she felt exactly like a schoolgirl facing a quiz, she sat back out of his way.
“How does this thing work?” he asked after a moment. “I never had much use for computers. How do you turn the page?” Absently, he glanced down as her fingers quickly tapped. “Got it.”
Thoughtful, he read from beginning to end. “Pretty cut and dried,” he murmured, and put her back up.
“It’s a paper,” she said testily, “not a romance novel.”
“Until you read between the lines,” he finished, and looked back at her. “You’ve been giving it a lot of thought.”
“Of course I have. Everyone has, though nobody talks about it.” With a few expert taps, she saved her file and shut down. “The fact is I want very much to find the amulet, see it myself, examine it. It would be the find of any professional lifetime. Truthfully, it’s been playing on my mind so much that I’ve revised my entire thesis around it.”
  
She turned back with a weak smile. “Myth versus science.”
“What are you asking me, Tate?”
“To reassure Buck, and I guess to reassure me, that finding it will be enough for you. Matthew, you have nothing to prove. If your father loved you even a fraction of the amount that Buck does, he wouldn’t want you to ruin your life on some useless vendetta.”
Torn between comforting and convincing, she framed his face in her hands. “It won’t bring him back, give you the years you lost with him. VanDyke’s out of your life. You can beat him if that’s still important to you just by finding the necklace. Let that be enough.”
He didn’t speak for a moment. The war inside was so familiar he barely registered the rip of battle. In the end it was he who broke contact.
“It isn’t enough, Tate.”
“Do you really think you could kill him? Even if you managed to get close enough, do you really believe you’re capable of taking a life?”
His eyes glinted as they sliced to hers. “You know I am.”
She shivered as her blood chilled. There was no doubt in her mind that the man looking at her now was capable of anything. Even murder.
“You’d ruin your life? And for what?”
He shrugged. “For what’s right. I’ve ruined it before.”
“That’s so incredibly ignorant.” Unable to sit, she shoved out and paced the room. “If there’s a curse on that damned thing, this is it. It blinds people to their better selves. I’m calling Hayden.”
“What the fuck does he have to do with it?”
“I want another scientist here, or at least I want to be able to consult with one. If you won’t find a way to reassure Buck, I will. I can find a way to prove to him that the amulet is just an amulet, and that if and when it’s found, it will be treated as a relic. With the scientific community backing me, that necklace will be put in a museum where it belongs.”
“You can toss it back into the sea when I’m done with it,” Matthew told her, and his voice was cold and final. “You can call a dozen scientists. They’re not going to stop me from dealing with VanDyke my way.”
“It always has to be your way, doesn’t it?” If it would have done any good, she would have thrown something.
“This time it does. I’ve been waiting half my life for this.”
“So you’ll waste the rest of your life. Not just waste,” she said furiously. “But throw it away.”
“It’s still my life, isn’t it?”
“No one’s life is theirs alone.” How could he be so blind? she wondered bitterly. How could he turn the beauty of these past weeks into something as ugly as vengeance. “Can’t you stop and think, for just a moment, what it would do to other people if you manage to succeed in this insane idea? What would happen to Buck if you get yourself killed or spend the rest of your miserable life in prison for murder? How do you think I would feel?”
“I don’t know, Tate. How would you feel?” He pushed away from the table. “Why don’t you tell me? I’m interested. You’re always so goddamn careful not to tell me anything you feel.”
“Don’t turn this around on me, make it my responsibility. We’re talking about you.”
“Sounds like we’re talking about us. You put up the rules from the get-go,” he reminded her. “No emotions or pretty words cluttering up nice, companionable sex. You didn’t want me interfering with your life or your ambitions. Why should I let you interfere with mine?”
“Damn it, you know it’s not as cold as that.”
“No?” He lifted a brow. “It looks like that from where I’m standing. I don’t remember you saying any different.”
She was very pale now, her eyes too dark against the white skin. He had to know how he was making everything they had together sound. Everything she’d given to him.
“You know I have feelings for you. I wouldn’t sleep with you if I didn’t.”
“News to me. Best I can figure, you’re just scratching an itch.”
  
“Bastard.” Stunned by the sting, she’d swung out and slapped him hard before she could stop herself.
His eyes flashed, narrowed, but his voice was icily calm. “Did that help? Or was that your answer to the qùestion?”
“Don’t attribute your own motivations and lack of sensitivity to me,” she shot back, both furious and ashamed. “Do you think I’d pour out my heart and soul to you the way I did once? Not a chance. Nobody hurts me, especially you.”
“You think you’re the only one who got hurt?”
“I know I was.” She jerked at her arm when his fingers wrapped around it. “You’ll never get a second chance to shrug me off again. I loved you, Matthew, with the kind of innocent, unrestricted love that only comes around once. You tossed it back in my face like it was nothing. Now your pride’s ruffled because I won’t put myself in the position where you can do it again when you’re ready to move on. Well, the hell with you.”
“I’m not asking you for a second chance. I know better than that. But you’ve got no right to ask me to settle for sex then expect me to give up the one thing that’s kept me going. I gave you up, now I’m taking what’s left.”
“You didn’t give me up,” she tossed back. “You never wanted me.”
“I never wanted anything the way I wanted you. I loved you.” He dragged her painfully to her toes. “I’ve always loved you. I cut my own heart out when I sent you away.”
She couldn’t breathe, was afraid if she did everything inside her would shatter like glass. “What do you mean, you sent me away?”
“I—” He caught himself. Shaken, appalled, he loosened his grip and stepped back. He needed a minute, he told himself, to get his balance. “Nothing. It doesn’t matter. Digging up old ground doesn’t change where we stand now. I won’t give you what you want. That’s the bottom line.”
She stared at him, one part of her brain fascinated by the way he was able to close off. All those vivid emotions were dimming behind carefully shuttered eyes one by one. No, she thought. Oh no, not this time.
  
“You started digging this ground, Lassiter. Now we’ll finish the excavation.” She balled her unsteady hands into fists. “Eight years ago you laughed in my face, Matthew. You stood there on that beach and told me that it had all been for fun. Just a way to pass a summer. Was that a lie?”
His gaze never faltered, never changed, never sparked. “I said it doesn’t matter. The past is past.”
“If you really believed that, you wouldn’t be so hellbent on evening the score with VanDyke. Answer me,” she demanded. “Was it a lie?”
“What the hell was I supposed to do?” he exploded. Outside the windows, the sky erupted in frenzied light. “Let you throw everything away on some idiotic dream? I didn’t have anything to give you. I ruined everything I touched. Christ, we both knew I wasn’t good enough, but you were too stupid to admit it.”
Thunder grumbled, a nasty old woman’s chuckling.
“But you would have,” he continued. “And then you’d have hated me. I’d have hated myself.”
Unsteady, she braced a hand on the table. The storm outside was nothing compared to the one pitching inside her. Everything she’d believed, everything that had kept her from looking back in misery was shattered at her feet.
“You broke my heart.”
“I saved your life,” he snapped back. “Get a picture, Red. I was twenty-four years old, I had no future. I had nothing but an uncle who was going to need every penny I could scrape together, maybe for the rest of my life. You had potential. You had brains, ambitions. All of a sudden, you’re talking about ditching college and hooking up with me, like we’d just sail off into the sunset.”
“I never thought that. I wanted to help you. I wanted to be with you.”
“And you’d have ended up saving nickels and wondering what the hell you’d done to your life instead of making something out of it.”
“And you made that choice for me.” Oh, she could breathe now. She could breathe just fine. In fact, the air that filled her lungs was hot and pure. “You arrogant son of a bitch. I cried myself empty over you.”
“You got over it.”
“Damn right I did.” She could lash back with that and be thankful. “I got way over it. And if you think I’m going to weep gratefully on your shoulder because you see yourself as some self-sacrificing hero, you’re mistaken, Lassiter.”
“I don’t see myself as anything but what I am,” he said, wearily now. “You were the one who saw something that wasn’t there.”
“You had no right to make that choice for me. No right to expect me to be grateful for what you did.”
“I don’t expect anything.”
“You expect me to believe you’re in love with me.”
What the hell, he thought, he’d already ruined it. “I am in love with you. Pathetic, isn’t it? I never got over you. Seeing you again, eight years later, carved a hole in me I’ve been trying to fill ever since with whatever you’d toss my way. No chance.”
“We had one once.”
“Hell, Tate.” He reached out to rub his thumb over a tear on her cheek. “We never had a chance. The first time it was too soon. This time it’s too late.”
“If you’d been honest with me—”
“You loved me,” he murmured. “I knew you loved me. You’d never have left me.”
“No.” Her vision blurred with more tears, but she could see so clearly what had been lost. “I’d never have left you. Now we’ll never know what we might have had.” She turned away. “So, what now?”
“That’s up to you.”
“Ah, this time it’s up to me.” She wished she could find even one small laugh inside her. “That’s only fair, I suppose. Only this time I don’t have all that simple, innocent faith.”
And this time, she realized, she didn’t know what to do, except protect herself from being so horribly hurt again.
“I guess the only answer here is to be practical. We can’t go back, so we go forward.” She drew a deep breath. “It would be unfair to the others, and shortsighted, to scuttle the expedition because of something that happened eight years ago. I’m willing to continue.”
He’d never expected otherwise. “And?”
“And.” She blew out the breath. “We can’t afford to let personal problems undermine the excavation. Under the circumstances, I don’t think it’s in your best interest or in mine to continue the intimate aspect of our relationship.”
Again, it was no less, and no more than expected. “All right.”
“This hurts,” she whispered.
He shut his eyes, knowing he couldn’t hold her. “Would you feel better if we switched teams? I can dive with Ray or LaRue.”
“No.” She pressed her lips together before turning back. “I think the less upheaval, the better. We both have some sorting out to do, but I don’t think we have to let it affect the others.” Impatiently, she brushed the heels of her hands over her face to dry it. “But we can make some excuse to switch if you’re uncomfortable . . .”
He did laugh. It was such an absurd word for what he was feeling. “You were always a piece of work, Red. We’ll keep things status quo.”
“I’m only trying to make all of this as simple as I can.”
“Fuck.” Nearly undone, he scrubbed his hands over his face. “Yeah, you go ahead and simplify. We keep the schedule as is, we cut out the sex. How’s that for simple?”
“You won’t make me fall apart,” she said, terrified she would do just that. “I’m going to see this through. It’ll be interesting to find out if you can do the same.”
“I’m game if you are, sweetheart. I guess that covers it.”
“Not quite. I want to contact Hayden.”
“No.” He lifted a hand before she could spit at him. “Let’s try this. We haven’t found the amulet, and can’t say that we will. If and when we do, we’ll bring up the idea of calling in your backup scientist.”
It was a compromise that made sense, which was why she was instantly suspicious. “I have your word? When we find it, I can contact another archeologist?”
  
“Red, when we find it, you can take out an ad in Science Digest. Until then, the lid’s on.”
“All right. Will you promise to reconsider your plot for revenge?”
“That sounds pretty dramatic for something so straightforward. I’ll give you a straightforward answer. No. I lost everything that mattered to me in my life, and VanDyke had a part in all of it. Leave it alone, Tate,” he said before she could speak again. “The ball started rolling sixteen years ago. You’re not going to stop it. Look, I’m tired. I’m going to bed.”
“Matthew.” She waited until he’d stopped at the companionway and turned back. “You might consider the idea that rather than your ruining my life, I might have made a difference in yours.”
“You did,” he murmured, and walked out into the dying storm.






 CHAPTER 23
T
HE ROUGH CHOP postponed the morning’s dive. Tate was grateful to have some time alone, so she closed herself in her cabin with her work.
But work wasn’t on her mind.
She indulged herself, lying on her bunk, watching the ceiling. A woman had a right to sulk when she discovered that eight years of her life had been determined by someone else’s decision.
She’d already gone over all the standard lines in her head. He’d had no right. He’d broken her heart for what he’d deemed her own good. Every relationship in her life had been shadowed by what had happened on that beach in her twentieth year.
It did no good to go over it all again and again. But the arrogance of it, the unfairness of it stewed inside her.
Now he claimed he’d loved her. Loved her still.
What a crock, she thought and flopped over on her stomach. Obviously he’d seen her as a dim-witted child who hadn’t been capable of making her own choices. She’d been young, yes, but she hadn’t been stupid.
What games had fate been playing to have brought them full circle?
The hiatus had made her stronger, she acknowledged. She had used her opportunities and her brains to make her mark. There were degrees tucked away in the window seat in her room in Hatteras, an apartment in Charleston that was tastefully decorated and rarely used. She had a reputation, colleagues whose companionship she enjoyed, offers to teach, to lecture, to join expeditions.
Professionally, she had everything she’d ever wanted.
But she had no real home, no man to hold through the night. No children to love.
And she might have, she would have, if Matthew had only trusted her.
That was behind her now, she thought, and rolled over again. Who knew better than an archeologist that the past could be examined, analyzed and recorded, but it couldn’t be changed. What had been, and might have been, was as calcified as old silver in seawater. It was the moment that had to be faced.
She hoped it was true, that he did love her. Now he could suffer, as she had, when a heart was offered and turned aside. He’d had his chance with her. This would be a case in point where history did not repeat itself.
But she wouldn’t be cruel, she decided, rising to glance at herself in the oval mirror over her dresser. It wasn’t necessary to pay him back in kind. After all, her own emotions weren’t involved this time around. She could afford to be generously, certainly politely, forgiving.
Not loving him would help her be carefully detached. They would continue to dive together, work to salvage the Isabella as partners, colleagues. She was certainly able to turn aside her personal past in order to explore history.
Satisfied that she’d reached the only logical solution, she left her cabin. She found her father on the port deck, busily checking gauges.
“Wild night, huh, honey?”
In more ways than one, she thought. “You’d hardly know it now.”
Above the sky was blue and clear with no more than a few tattered powder puff clouds. She glanced over atop the bridge to study the wind gauge. “Wind’s coming from the south now.”
  
“Bringing in drier air. The sea’s calming, too.” He set a regulator aside. “I’ve got a good feeling about today, Tate. Woke up full of energy, a kind of anticipation.” He rose, took a deep gulp of air. “Your mother said it was leftover electricity from the storm.”
“You’re thinking about the amulet,” she murmured and wanted to sigh. “What is it about that one piece that pulls everyone so?”
“Possibilities.” Ray looked out to sea.
“Last night Buck was panicked at the thought of finding it. All Matthew can think about is using it to settle the score with VanDyke. VanDyke himself, a rich, powerful, successful man, is so obsessed by it he’ll do anything to have it. And you.” She pushed impatiently at her hair. “And you. You’ve realized a dream of a lifetime with the Isabella. There’s a fortune down there, for you, for the museum we’ve always wanted. But it’s the amulet that brought you back here.”
“And that makes no sense to you.” He slipped an arm around her shoulders. “When I was a boy, I was fortunate to have a beautiful home, a yard with rich green grass and big shady trees to climb. I had a jungle gym, sliding board, pals. Everything a kid could want. But beyond the fence and just over the hill there was a swampy area. Dark, junglelike kudzu and ugly trees, a slow, almost stagnant river. There were snakes. I was forbidden to go there.”
“So, of course, that’s where you most wanted to go.”
He laughed and kissed Tate on top of the head. “Of course. Legend had it that it was haunted, which only added to the allure. Little boys went in, so I was told, and never came out again. I would stand at the back fence, smelling the honeysuckle that climbed there and think, what if.”
“Did you ever go in?”
“I got as far as the edge once, where you could smell the river and see the vines clogging the trees. But I lost my nerve.”
“Just as well. You’d likely have been snakebit.”
“But what if,” he murmured. “I’ve never lost that curiosity.”
“You know it wasn’t haunted. Your mother told you those stories so that you’d stay out of it. Otherwise you could have fallen in the river or lost your way. It wasn’t ghosts she was worried about.”
“I’m not at all sure it wasn’t.” He watched a gull soar overhead, then turn restlessly toward the horizon. “I think it would be very sad if we lost our wonder, if we knew there was no possibility of magic—good or evil. I suppose you could say Angelique’s Curse has become my haunted swamp. This time I want to go in and see for myself.”
“And if you find it?”
“I’ll stop regretting I didn’t take that next step through the kudzu.” Laughing at himself, Ray gave her a quick squeeze. “Maybe Buck will stop believing he’s not the man he was. Matthew might stop blaming himself for his father’s death. And you . . .” He turned her to face him. “You might let a little magic into your life again.”
“That’s an awful lot to ask of one necklace.”
“But what if.” He drew her close for a hug. “I want you happy, Tate.”
“I am happy.”
“All the way happy. I know you closed something off inside eight years ago. I’ve always worried that I handled things badly because I wanted the best for you.”
“You’ve never handled anything badly.” She drew her head back to study his face. “Not where I was concerned.”
“I knew how Matthew felt about you. How you felt about him. It worried me.”
“You had nothing to worry about.”
“You were so young.” He sighed and touched her hair. “I see the way he feels about you now.”
“Now I’m not so young,” she pointed out. “You still have nothing to worry about.”
“I see the way he feels about you,” Ray repeated, his eyes sober and seeking. “What worries me, what surprises me, is that I can’t see the way you feel about him.”
“Maybe I haven’t decided. Maybe I don’t want to decide.” She shook herself, drummed up a smile for him. “And maybe you shouldn’t worry about something I have completely under control.”
“Maybe that’s what worries me.”
  
“I can’t win with you.” Rising on her toes, she gave Ray a quick kiss. “So, I’m going to see if Matthew’s up for diving.” She turned to walk away, but something stopped her, made her look back.
Ray was standing, one hand on the rail, a far-off look in his eyes as he gazed toward open sea.
“Dad. I’m glad you didn’t walk through the kudzu. If you had then, you might not need to take the step now.”
“Life’s all timing, Tate.”
“Maybe it is.” Mulling that over, she headed around to starboard. Timing, she supposed, could stop or start a war, save or end a marriage, take or give a life.
There was Matthew on the Mermaid, an elbow on the rail, a coffee mug in his hand. She didn’t want that jolt of emotion, the stir and simmer. But they came nonetheless. Her heart went butter soft in her breast and melted out a sigh.
Did he have to look so lonely?
It wasn’t her problem, she assured herself. She wouldn’t let it be her worry.
But he turned his head. Across the choppy waves, his eyes met hers. There was nothing in them to read. Like the storm, whatever raged inside him had calmed, or was controlled. She saw nothing but that deep, enigmatic blue.
“We’re down to a light chop,” she called out. “I’d like to dive.”
“Could smooth out more if we wait an hour or two.”
Something was swelling in her throat. “I’d like to go down now. If it’s too rough once we do, we can scrub the dive.”
“All right. Get your gear.”
Turning, she walked blindly away. Damn him, damn the Isabella, damn Angelique and her cursed necklace. Her life had been manageable without them. She was afraid it would never be manageable again.
There was nothing to decide, nothing to control. She was still in love with him after all.
 
The storm had stirred and shifted the sand. Several of the excavation trenches needed to be cleared again. Matthew was grateful for the extra work. The skill and delicacy required to work the airlift left no room for deep personal thoughts.
He’d had enough of them during the night.
It gave him some small pleasure to suck away sand and see the hilt of a sword.
Déjà vu, he thought, almost amused. He turned the airlift aside. A glance around showed him that Tate was efficiently picking through the debris.
Matthew clanged on his tank, waited for her to look around. He signaled her over. Once she’d joined him, he gestured toward the hilt.
Take it, he indicated. This one’s yours.
He watched her hesitate, knew she was remembering. Then her fingers closed around it, tugged it free.
Halfway down, the blade came to a jagged halt.
That, he supposed, studying the shattered sword, told the whole story. Struggling against keen disappointment, he lifted a shoulder. With the pipe, he widened the trench.
They saw the plate at the same moment. Even as she grabbed his arm to signal him to stop, Matthew was turning the pipe away. Hand fanning, Tate uncovered three quarters of the plate.
It was nearly transparent china, delicately painted with violets dancing around the rim. The rim itself was gold. With great care, she closed her fingers over the edge and tried to ease the plate free.
It was stuck fast. Frustrated, she looked at Matthew, shook her head. They both knew that dislodging it with the airlift was as chancy as cutting a diamond with an ax. If the plate was whole, which would be a miracle itself, the flow from the pipe could snap it.
They debated their options with hand signals until it was decided that they had to try. Ignoring the murk and discomfort, Tate kept her fingers lightly on the edge of the plate while Matthew removed the sand and debris, almost a grain at a time.
It was probably missing a fist-sized chunk, he thought, but ignored the strain in his back and shoulders. Degree by degree, he cleared the translucent china, exposing another sprig of violets, and the first swirl of a monogram.
Feeling a give, she stopped him. Working to keep her breathing steady, she eased the plate out another fraction before it jammed again. She could read the first ornate letter, painted in gold. T. Taking it as a sign, she nodded for Matthew to resume.
It would have a bite out of it, he was certain. The steel sword less than a foot away had been shattered. How could something as fragile as a china plate survive intact? Frowning in concentration he watched the next letter emerge. L.
If the L stood for Lassiter’s luck, they were wasting their time. He wanted to stop, roll out the ache from his shoulders, but a glimpse at Tate’s excited face had him keeping the flow steady.
The final letter came clear so that the monogram read TLB. She’d barely had time to consider the oddity of that when the plate, whole and miraculously undamaged, slipped effortlessly free.
Stunned, she nearly dropped it. With it held between her and Matthew, she could see the play of her own fingers under the base. The plate, so fine, so elegant, had once graced a gleaming table, she imagined. It had been part of a cherished set, carefully packed for the voyage to a new life.
And hers were the first hands to hold it in more than two hundred years.
In wonder, she looked up at Matthew. For an instant they shared the silent and intimate thrill of discovery. Then his face changed, became remote. They were only professionals again.
Sorry for it, Tate swam clear to set the plate beside the broken sword out of the range of fallout. She studied the two pieces lying side by side on the sand.
They had been on the same ship, through the same storm, had been tossed, then buried by the same sea. Two different kinds of pride, she mused. Force and beauty. Only one had survived.
What whim had chosen between them? she wondered. Snapping steel and leaving the fragile undamaged? Mulling through it, she went back to the chore of sifting debris.
Later, she would ask herself just what had made her look up and around at just that moment. There’d been no movement to catch her eye. Perhaps there had been a tickle at the back of her neck, or that visceral sensation of being watched.
But she looked up through the murk. The steely eyes and toothy grin of the barracuda gave her a jolt. Amused at herself for the reaction, she reached into the fallout again. And again found herself looking where the fish continued to hover—patient and watching. And familiar.
Surely it couldn’t be the same fish that had joined them daily on their excavation of the Marguerite?
She knew it was foolish to think so, but the idea of it made her smile. Wanting to get Matthew’s attention, she reached for her knife to rap on her tanks. Suddenly something flew out of the fallout and landed less than an inch from her hand.
It glittered and pulsed and gleamed. Fire and ice and the regal shine of gold. The water seemed to heat around her, move around her and grow clear as glass.
The ruby was a spreading of blood, surrounded by the iced tears of diamonds. The gold was as polished and bright as the day it had been fashioned into those heavy links and ornate setting.
There was such clarity to it that she could read the French inscribed around the stone perfectly.
Angelique. Etienne.
The roar in her head was her own blood singing. For there was no sound at all in the sea. No hum from the pipe, no clatter from the stone and shells that rained over her tanks. The silence was so perfect, she could hear her own words echo in her head as if she’d spoken aloud.
Angelique’s Curse. We’ve found it, and freed it, at last.
With numbed fingers, she reached down for it. It was her imagination, of course, that made her think she could feel heat radiating toward her. An invitation, or a warning. When she held it in her hands, it was only fantasy that made it seem as though the necklace vibrated like something alive taking a long greedy breath.
She felt a terrible grief, and anger and fear. Almost, the wild flood of sensation made her drop it again. But there was love welling through all the rest, a fierce and desperate love that tore at her heart.
Tate closed a hand around the chain, another around the stone and absorbed the war of emotion.
She could see the cell, the thin light through the single barred window set high in the thick stone. She could smell the filth and the fear, and hear the screams and pleas of the damned.
And the woman in a dingy tattered dress, her red hair dull and chopped off rudely at her neck, sat at a tiny table. She wept, and she wrote while around her thin throat, the amulet hung like a bleeding heart.
For love. The words drifted through Tate’s mind. Only and always for love.
Fire swept up greedily and consumed her.
Matthew. It was her first coherent thought. Tate had no idea how long she had clutched the necklace while debris fell like rain around her.
He was working steadily, his face angled away. Here it is, she thought. What you’re searching for is right here. How did you miss it? Why, she thought with a shiver, didn’t you see it?
She knew she should signal to him, show him what she held. The object that had drawn them together, twice, was right there in her hands.
And what would it do to him? she wondered. What would it cost him? Before she could question her own motives, she jammed the necklace in her goody bag, drew the drawstring tight.
Struggling for calm, she looked toward the barracuda. But the fish was gone, as if it had never been. There was only murk.
 
Five hundred miles away, VanDyke rolled off his surprised lover and got out of bed. Ignoring her complaints, he swung into a silk robe and hurried from the master suite. His mouth was dry, his heart throbbing like a wound. Stalking past a white-suited steward, he rushed up the companionway to the bridge.
“I want more speed.”
“Sir.” The captain looked up from his charts. “There’s weather due east. I was about to alter our course to swing below it.”
“Hold your course, goddamn you.” In one of his rare leaps of public temper, VanDyke swept a hand over the table and sent charts scattering. “Hold your course and give me more speed. You’ll have this ship to Nevis by morning or I’ll see you captain nothing larger than a two-man paddleboat.”
He didn’t wait for an answer, didn’t need to. VanDyke’s commands were always followed, his wishes always granted. But the flush of humiliation that had come across the captain’s face didn’t calm or appease VanDyke as it should have.
His hands were trembling, the bitter cloud of rage threatening to close over him. The signs of weakness infuriated him, frightened him. To prove his strength, he marched into the lounge, cursed at the bartender always on duty and grabbed a bottle of Chevis himself.
The amulet. He would have sworn he’d seen it flashing, felt its weight around his own neck as he’d ranged himself over the woman in his bed. And the woman in his bed had not been the increasingly tedious companion of the last two months, but Angelique herself.
Snarling at the bartender to leave, VanDyke poured the liquor, drank it down, poured again. His hands continued to tremble, to curl themselves of their own accord into fists looking for something to pummel.
It had been too real to have been a simple fantasy. It was, he was sure, a premonition.
Angelique was taunting him again, snickering at him from centuries past. But he would not be tricked, or outwitted, this time. His course was set. He accepted now that it had been set from the moment he’d been born. Destiny beckoned so that he could nearly taste it along with liquor. And it was sweet and strong. He would soon have the amulet, its power. With it he would have his legacy, and his revenge.
 
“Tate seems preoccupied,” LaRue commented, tugging up the zipper of his wet suit.
“We put in a long shift.” Matthew hauled tanks over to the tender. Buck would be taking them on island to be refilled. “I guess she’s tired.”
“And you, mon ami?”
“I’m fine. You and Ray want to work on that southeast trench.”
“As you say.” Taking his time, LaRue hooked on his tanks. “I noticed she did not linger on deck after you surfaced, as is her habit. She went inside quickly.”
“So what? You writing a book?”
“I am a student of human nature, young Matthew. It is my opinion that the lovely mademoiselle has something to hide, something that worries her mind.”
“Worry about your own mind,” Matthew suggested.
“Ah, but the study of others is so much more interesting.” He smiled at Matthew as he sat to put on his flippers. “What one does, or doesn’t do. What that one thinks or plans. You understand?”
“I understand you’re wasting your air.” He nodded toward the New Adventure. “Ray’s waiting on you.”
“My diving partner. This is a relationship that must have full trust, eh? And you know, young Matthew . . .” LaRue pulled on his mask. “You can rely on me.”
“Right.”
LaRue saluted, then went into the water. Something told him he would need to make another phone call very soon.
 
She didn’t know what to do. Tate sat on the edge of her bunk staring at the amulet in her hands. It was wrong for her to keep the discovery to herself. She knew it, and yet . . .
If Matthew knew she had it, nothing would stop him from taking it. He’d alert VanDyke that he had it in his possession. He’d demand a showdown.
  
She knew without doubt that only one of them would walk away from it.
All this time. Slowly, she ran her fingers over the carved names. She hadn’t really believed they would find it. What she hadn’t realized was that, against all logic, all scientific curiosity, she had hoped they wouldn’t find it.
Now it was real, in her hands. She had a foolish urge to open her window and heave it back into the sea.
She didn’t have to be an expert on gems to know that the center ruby alone was priceless. It was certainly easy enough to judge the gram weight of the gold and figure that worth in current market value. Add the diamonds, the antiquity, the legend, and what did she have? Four million dollars in her hands? Five?
Enough, certainly, to satisfy any greed, any lust, any vengeance.
Such a stunning piece of work, she mused. Surprisingly simple despite the flash and fire. A woman would wear it and draw eyes and admiration. Displayed, it would be the centerpiece of any museum. Around it she could build the most impressive, the most spectacular collection of marine salvage in the world.
Her professional dreams would be realized beyond any of her wildest imaginings. Her reputation would soar. Any and all funding she desired for an expedition would flow to her like river to sea.
All of this and more would come. She had only to hide the amulet, to go to Nevis and make a single phone call. Within hours she and her prize could be on their way to New York or Washington to stun the world of ocean exploration.
She jerked back, letting the necklace spill onto the bed. Shocked, she stared at it.
What had she been thinking? How could she have even considered such actions? When had fame and fortune become more important to her than loyalty, than honesty? Than even love.
With a shiver, she pressed her hands to her face. Maybe the damn thing was cursed if having it for so short a time skewed her integrity.
  
She turned her back on it, walked to the window and, opening it, took deep gulps of sea air.
The truth was, she would give up the amulet, the museum, everything, if it would turn Matthew away from this course of self-destruction. She would hand it over to VanDyke personally if the betrayal would save the man she loved.
Perhaps it would. Turning, she studied the amulet again, spread like stars over the serviceable spread of her bunk. Driven by instinct, she scooped it up, pushed it under the neatly folded clothes in her middle drawer.
She needed to act quickly. Through the doorway leading to the bridge, she spied out at the Mermaid. She could see her mother hammering conglomerate to the rhythm of some top-forty station on the portable radio. Buck was on his way to St. Kitts, she knew, and her father and LaRue were at the wreck.
That left only Matthew, and of him she saw no sign. There was no better time, she decided, and no better way.
Heart pounding, she slipped up the stairs to the bridge. She hoped the operator on Nevis could help her contact Trident Industries. Failing that, she would work to track down Hayden. Surely between them, they could find a way to get through to VanDyke.
She made the ship-to-shore call, wishing she’d thought quickly enough to hitch a ride with Buck to the island. It would certainly have simplified the contact.
After twenty frustrating minutes, and countless transfers, she was able to reach Trident, Miami. For all the good it did, Tate thought when she disconnected. No one there would even acknowledge that Silas VanDyke was associated with them. All she could do was insist the silky voiced receptionist take her message and see that it was passed to the proper source.
Remembering the man she had faced years before, she had no doubt it would be. But there was little time.
That left Hayden, she decided, and hoped that he was off the Nomad and back in North Carolina. Again, she made the ship-to-shore, waited while the call was transferred north and over the Atlantic.
  
For all her trouble, her call was taken by Hayden’s answering service.
“I need to get a message to Dr. Deel. It’s urgent.”
“Dr. Deel is in the Pacific.”
“I’m aware of that. This is Tate Beaumont, his associate. It’s imperative that I reach him as soon as possible.”
“Dr. Deel checks in for his messages periodically. I’ll be glad to relay your message to him when he contacts me.”
“Tell him Tate Beaumont needs to speak with him urgently. Urgently,” she repeated. “I’m at sea in the West Indies aboard the New Adventure. HTR-56390. He can contact the operator on Nevis for the transfer. Have you got that?”
Precisely, the service repeated the location and the call numbers.
“Yes. Tell Dr. Deel that I must speak to him, that I urgently need his help. Tell him I’ve found something of vital importance, and I need to contact Silas VanDyke. If I haven’t heard from Dr. Deel in a week, no, three days,” she decided, “I’ll make arrangements to join the Nomad. Tell him I need his help badly.”
“I’ll see that he gets your message the moment he calls in, Ms. Beaumont. I’m sorry I can’t tell you how long that might be.”
“Thank you.” She could back up the message with a letter, Tate thought. God knew how long it would take to reach the Nomad, but it was worth a try.
She spun around, then stopped dead when she saw Matthew blocking the doorway.
“I thought we had a deal, Red.”






 CHAPTER 24
D
OZENS OF EVASIONS and excuses ran through her head. Plausible evasions, reasonable excuses.
She was sure the man who faced her now would swat them aside like pitiful gnats. Still, by the way he leaned negligently against the jamb, she thought there was a small chance.
“I want to check some data with Hayden.”
“Is that so? How many times have you felt the need to check some data with Hayden since we found the Isabella?”
“This is the first—” She yelped and instinctively stumbled back when he straightened. It wasn’t the move, which had been slow and controlled. It had been the vicious temper that had leapt into his eyes. In all the time she’d known him, she’d never seen it fully unleashed.
“Goddamn you, Tate, don’t lie to me.”
“I’m not.” She pressed back against the wall, for the first time in her life fully physically terrified. He could hurt her, she realized. Something in his eyes warned her that he’d like to. “Matthew, don’t.”
“Don’t what? Don’t tell you you’re a lying, double-crossing bitch?” Because he did want to hurt her, was afraid he would if he let that last link of control snap, he slapped his hands on the wall at either side of her head to cage her in. “When did he get to you?”
“I don’t know what you mean.” She swallowed on a dry throat. “I just needed to ask Hayden . . .” Her excuse ended on a whimper when he closed a hand over her jaw and squeezed.
“Don’t lie to me,” he said, spacing each word deliberately. “I heard you. If I hadn’t heard you myself, no one could have convinced me you’d turn this way. What for, Tate? The money, the prestige, a promotion? A fucking museum with your name on it?”
“No, Matthew, please.” She closed her eyes and waited for the blow when his grip vised on her flesh.
“What were you so anxious to pass on to VanDyke? Where is he, Tate? Keeping a safe distance until we play out the Isabella? Then with your help he’ll come along and take everything we’ve worked for.”
Her eyes swam with useless frightened tears. “I don’t know where he is. I swear it. I’m not helping him, Matthew. I’m not giving him the Isabella.”
“Then what? What the hell else would you have to give him?”
Staggered, she cringed back from the ripe violence in his face. “Please, don’t hurt me.” Cowardice had tears of shame spilling down her cheeks. Humiliated, she fought to keep her breath from sobbing.
“You can face down a shark, but you can’t face yourself.” He let his hand drop, stepped back. “You know, maybe you figure you’ve got a lot to pay me back for. I wouldn’t argue with that. But I’d never have thought you’d betray the whole expedition just to get to me.”
“I didn’t. I haven’t.”
“What were you going to tell him?” She opened her mouth, shook her head. “Fine. You tell him this for me, sweetheart. If he comes within a hundred feet of my boat, of my wreck, he’s a dead man. You got that?”
“Matthew, please listen.”
“No, you listen. I’ve got a lot of respect for Ray and Marla. I know as far as they’re concerned the sun rises and sets in you. For their sake, we’ll keep this between the two of us. I’m not going to be responsible for them finding out what you really are. So you’re going to come up with a real good reason why you’ve got to ditch this expedition. You make them believe you had to go back to the university, or back to the Nomad, or wherever, but you’re out of here within twenty-four hours.”
“I’ll go.” She dashed at tears. “If you’ll just listen to me first, I’ll go as soon as Buck gets back with the tender.”
“You don’t have anything to say I want to hear. You can consider it a job well done, Tate.” The heat had died from both his eyes and his voice. They were viciously cold again. “You paid me all the way back.”
“I know what it’s like to hate you. I can’t bear knowing you’d hate me now.” She would have thrown herself at him when he turned for the door. It wasn’t pride that stopped her, but fear that even begging wouldn’t sway him. “I love you, Matthew.”
It stopped him, sliced at him. “That’s a trick that would have worked even a couple of hours ago. Check your timing, Red.”
“I don’t expect you to believe me. I just needed to say it. I don’t know what’s right.” She squeezed her eyes shut so that she didn’t have to see his hard, unyielding face. “I thought this was. I was scared.” Fighting for courage, she opened her eyes again. “I was wrong. Before you walk away, before you send me away a second time, there’s something I need to give you.”
“You don’t have anything I want anymore.”
“Yes, I do.” She took a quick, shuddering breath. “I have the amulet. If you come with me to my cabin, I’ll give it to you.”
He turned slowly, completely around “What kind of bullshit is this?”
“I have Angelique’s Curse in my cabin.” She let out a thin, watery laugh. “It seems to be working.”
He lunged forward, grabbed her arm. “Show me.”
She didn’t whimper this time, or complain though his fingers dug painfully into her flesh. Beyond tears now, she led the way into her cabin. Once inside, she opened the drawer and took out the amulet.
“I found it this afternoon, shortly after we dug out the monogrammed plate. It was just there, all of a sudden, lying on the sand. I didn’t clean it,” she murmured, rubbing a thumb over the center stone. “There was no calcification, no encrustation. It might have been lying on velvet in a display case. That’s funny, isn’t it? When I picked it up I thought I could feel . . . well, I don’t suppose you’re very interested just now in the tricks a mind can play.”
She lifted her head, held out her hands with the necklace dripping from them. “You’ve got what you wanted.”
He took it. Glittering, gleaming, it was as stunning as he’d ever imagined. It was warm, almost hot, he thought. But perhaps his hands were chilled. Of course that didn’t explain the sudden clenching in his gut, or the odd image of leaping flames that jumped into his head.
Nerves, he told himself. A man was entitled to be nervous when he’d found the treasure of his lifetime.
“My father died for this.” He didn’t hear himself say it, wasn’t even conscious that he’d thought it.
“I know. I’m afraid you will, too.”
Distracted, he glanced up. Had she said something? It had sounded more like weeping than words. “You weren’t going to tell me you’d found it.”
“No, I wasn’t.” She would face his fury now, his hate, even his disgust. But in doing so, she would make him listen. “I don’t really know what made me keep it from you when we were down, I just felt compelled to.”
On unsteady legs, she crossed to her dresser, picked up a bottle of water to slake her burning throat. “I started to signal you, then I didn’t. Couldn’t. I hid it in my pouch, and brought it in here. I needed to think.”
“To figure out how much VanDyke would pay you for it?”
The fresh barb dug deep. Tate set the bottle down again, turned back. Her eyes were eloquent with sorrow. “However much I’ve disappointed you, Matthew, you have to know better than that.”
  
“I know you have ambitions. Ambitions VanDyke could turn into fact.”
“Yes, I’m sure that’s true. And I admit, for a few minutes sitting in here alone with that, I indulged in speculating just what having that amulet could do for me.” She wheeled away to stand at the small window. “Do I have to be flawless to be acceptable to you, Matthew? I’m not allowed to have any selfish needs.”
“You’re sure as hell not allowed to double-cross your family, and your partners.”
“You really are a fool if you think I could. But you’re right about one thing, I was trying desperately to contact VanDyke, to tell him I’d found it. I’d hoped I could arrange to meet him somewhere and give it to him.”
“Do you sleep with him?”
The question was so absurd, so unexpected, she nearly laughed. “I haven’t laid eyes on Silas VanDyke in eight years. I haven’t spoken with him much less slept with him.”
Where was the sense in this? he wondered. Where was the logic that was so intricate a part of her makeup? “But the first thing you did when you found this was to try to contact him?”
“No, the first thing I did was worry over what you would do to him if you had it.” She closed her eyes and let the light breeze that danced through the window play over her face. “Or worse, what he might do to you. And I panicked. I even thought about throwing it back into the water, pretending I’d never found it, but that wouldn’t really solve the problem. Giving it to VanDyke, I thought, asking him only to give his word that he’d leave you alone in exchange for it, would solve everything.
“I didn’t know I still loved you,” she said, staring hard at the shifting water. “I didn’t know, and when I did, I guess I panicked there, too. I don’t want to feel this way about you, and I know I’ll never feel this way about anyone else.”
Grateful her eyes were dry again, she made herself turn. “I guess you could say I thought I was saving your life, doing what was best for you. That should sound familiar. And it was as stupid for me to take the choice out of your hands as it was for you to take it out of mine.”
She lifted her hands, let them fall. “Now you have it, and you can do what you need to do. But I don’t have to watch.” Sliding open the door on the closet, she took out her suitcase.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m going to pack.”
He picked up the case, tossed it across the room. “Do you think you can hit me with all of this then just walk away?”
“Yes, I do.” How odd it was, she realized, to be so utterly calm again. As if she’d punched her way through a hurricane to the thick, quiet air of the eye. “Just as I think we both need to take time to sort through the mess we’ve made out of things.” She started to walk past him to retrieve her case, then lifted her chin when he blocked her path. “You’re not going to push me around again.”
“If I have to.” To settle the matter he turned and flicked the lock on her cabin door. “The first thing we have to settle is this.” He held up the amulet so that it caught the light and exploded with color. “We’ve all got a stake in it, but mine’s the oldest. When I’ve done what I need to do, you can have it.”
“If you’re still alive.”
“That’s my problem.” He slipped the necklace into his pocket. “You’ve got an apology coming for the things I said to you on the bridge.”
“I don’t want your apology.”
“You’ve got it anyway. I should have trusted you. Trusting people isn’t one of my strong suits, but it should have been where you’re concerned. I frightened you.”
“Yes, you did. I suppose I deserved it. Let’s just say we’re even.”
“We’re not finished,” he murmured and laid a hand, gently this time, on her arm.
“No, I guess we’re not.”
“Sit down.” When she looked up, her eyes were guarded. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m sorry I did. Sit down,” he repeated. “Please.”
  
“I don’t know what else there is to say, Matthew.” But she sat, folded her tensed hands in her lap. “I understand your reaction to what you heard and what you saw perfectly.”
“I heard you tell me you loved me.”
“Poor timing. Again. I don’t want to,” she said with undertones of tired anger. “I can’t seem to help it.”
He sat beside her, but didn’t touch her. “Eight years ago, I did what I had to do. I did the right thing. I’ve screwed up enough to know when I manage to do the right thing. I wasn’t going to drag you down with me. When I look at you now, what you are, what you’ve done with your life, I know it was right.”
“There’s no point—”
“Let me finish. There’re some things I didn’t tell you last night. Maybe I didn’t want to admit them to you. When I first started salvaging for Fricke, I thought about you all the time. I didn’t do much but work, pay bills and think about you. I’d wake up in the middle of the night and miss you so much it hurt. After a while, things were so fucking bad, I didn’t have the energy to hurt anymore.”
Remembering, he stared down at his hands. “I told myself it wasn’t such a big deal, a couple of months out of my life with a pretty girl. I didn’t much think about you anymore. Now and again it would grab me by the throat, tear right down into the gut. But I’d shake it off. I had to. Things with Buck were as bad as they could get, and I hated every minute of what I was doing to make a lousy dollar.”
“Matthew.”
He shook his head to hold her off. “Let me get it out. It’s not easy stripping down this way. When I saw you again, it ripped my heart open. I wanted all those years back, and knew I couldn’t have them. Even when I got you into bed there was this hole. Because all I really wanted was for you to love me back.
“I want a chance with you again. I want you to give it to me.” Now, at last, he looked at her, laid a hand on her cheek. “I might even be able to convince you that you like being in love with me.”
  
She managed a shaky smile. “You probably could. I’m already beginning to lean in that direction.”
“I’d start out by telling you that what I felt for you eight years ago was the biggest thing in my life. And it’s not even close to what I feel for you now.”
She was near tears again, and more desperately in love than she’d thought possible. “What took you so long to tell me all of this?”
“I was pretty sure you’d laugh in my face. Christ, Tate, I wasn’t good enough for you then. I’m no better for you now.”
“Not good enough,” she said quietly. “In what possible way?”
“In every possible way. You’ve got brains, an education, family.” Frustrated at trying to explain intangibles, he dragged his hand through his hair. “You’ve got—it’s . . . class.”
She remained silent a moment while it all simmered. “You know, Matthew, I’m just too worn out to be angry with you, even for something that ignorant. I really had no idea you, of all people, had a problem with self-esteem.”
“It’s not self-esteem.” The idea made him feel ridiculous. “It’s just fact. I’m a treasure hunter, broke most of the time. I’ve got nothing but a boat, and even that’s part LaRue’s. I’ll make a fortune on this hunt and probably blow it in a year.”
She might have sighed if she hadn’t begun to understand. “And I’m a scientist with a carefully balanced portfolio. I don’t have a boat, but I have an apartment that I rarely use. This hunt’s going to make me famous, and I intend to use both that and my share of the fortune to make my mark a little deeper. Given those rundowns it appears we have very little in common and no logical reason to cultivate a long-term relationship. Want to give it a shot anyway?”
“I figure this,” he said after a moment. “You’re old enough and smart enough to live with your mistakes. So yeah, I want to give it a shot.”
“Me, too. I loved you once blindly. I see you much clearer now, and I love you more.” She framed his face with her hands. “We must be crazy, Lassiter. But it feels good.”
He turned his head, pressing his lips to the center of her palm. “It feels right.” Joy, he couldn’t remember when he’d last felt the simple lift of it. Gathering her close, he nuzzled his face in her hair. “I’d gotten over you, Red. Mostly.”
“Mostly?”
“I could never quite forget the way you smell.”
With a chuckle, she leaned back so that she could see his face. “The way I smell?”
“Fresh. Cool. Like a mermaid.” He touched his lips to hers, lingered. “I named her for you.”
His boat, she realized. The boat he’d built with his own hands. “Matthew, you make my head spin.” Content, she laid her head on his shoulder. This time, she thought, they would sail off into the sunset. “We’d better go out on deck before someone comes looking for us. We’ve got something to tell the rest of the team.”
“There’s that practical streak.” He brushed a hand over her hair. “And I was just thinking about getting you in bed.”
“I know.” A quick, satisfying shiver coursed through her at the pleasure of being desired. “And that’s definitely something I’m looking forward to. But for now . . .” She took his hand and pulled him to the door. “I like the way you locked this,” she said, flipping the latch. “Very macho.”
“You like macho, huh?”
“In small, tasteful doses.” Outside, she hooked her arm through his and walked to the rail. She could hear the radio jingling from the deck of the Mermaid, and her mother’s brisk, tireless hammering. The compressor kicked on, grinding. The air was filled with the sulfuric perfume of undersea excavation.
“They’re all going to be shocked and excited when you show them the amulet.”
“We show them,” Matthew corrected.
“No, it’s yours. I can’t explain rationally how I feel about this, Matthew,” she continued over his protest. “It seems I’m starting to accept that this whole business isn’t meant to be rational. I felt the pull of that necklace, a kind of lust of ownership. When I was holding it earlier, I could actually see, vividly see,” she added, turning to look at him, “just what it could bring me. The money, the outrageous fortune, the fame and respect. The power. It shakes me to realize that under all the fine lofty motives of education and knowledge, I want those things.”
“So, you’re human.”
“No, it was very strong, that desire to keep it, to use it to gain my own ends.”
“What stopped you? What made you decide to turn it over to VanDyke?”
“I love you,” she said simply. “I’d have done anything to protect you.” She smiled a little. “Sound familiar?”
“Sounds to me like it’s time we started trusting each other. The fact remains you found the amulet.”
“Maybe I was meant to, so that I could give it to you.”
“Meant to?” He took her chin in his hand. “This from a scientist.”
“A scientist who knows her Shakespeare. ‘There are more things in heaven and earth.’ ” Keeping her eyes on his, she suppressed a shudder. “It’s in your hands now, Matthew. And for you to decide.”
“None of this—if you loved me you’d . . . ?”
“I know you love me. A woman can go her whole life and never hear the kind of things you’ve just said to me. That’s why you’re going to marry me.”
His hand dropped away from her face. A knee-jerk reaction that made her lips curve wryly. “I am?”
“Damn right you are. It shouldn’t be too difficult to arrange the necessary paperwork on Nevis. I’m sure we’d both prefer to keep it simple. We can have a small ceremony right here on the boat.”
His stomach jittered, then settled smooth. “You’ve got it all worked out.”
“Working things out is my life, Lassiter.” Smug, she linked her arms around his neck. “I’ve got you, from where I’m standing, exactly where I want you. You’re not getting away again.”
  
“I’d probably be wasting my time arguing.”
“Totally,” she agreed, almost purring when he slipped his arms around her. “Might as well give up now.”
“Sweetheart, I hoisted the white flag the minute you knocked me out of that hammock onto my butt.” The smile faded from his eyes. “You’re my luck, Tate,” he murmured. “There’s nothing I can’t do if you’re with me.”
She settled into his arms, closed her eyes. And tried not to think about the weight of the curse in his pocket.
 
The teams gathered on the deck of the Mermaid in the thinning light of dusk. The weeks of treasure-hunting had been prosperous. On the generous foredeck, bits and pieces of the latest haul were separated from debris. There were sextants, octants, tableware, a simple gold locket containing a lock of hair.
Tate did her best to keep her mind off the amulet Matthew still held and answered questions on the two porcelain statues her father was examining.
“They’re Ching dynasty,” she said. “They’re called Immortals, depicting saintly human figures from Chinese theology. In all there are eight, and these two are wonderfully undamaged. We may find the other six, if indeed there was a complete set. They’re not listed in the manifest.”
“Valuable?” LaRue tossed out.
“Very. In my opinion, it’s time we started thinking about transferring the more valuable and the more fragile items to a safer place.” Deliberately, she kept her eyes averted from Matthew’s. “And that we call in at least one other archeologist. I need corroboration, and more extensive facilities in order to complete a proper study. And we have to begin work on preserving the Isabella herself.”
“The minute we make any move like that, VanDyke would be on us,” Buck objected.
“Not if we take the precaution of notifying the proper institutions. The Committee for Nautical Archeology in England, its counterpart in the States. If anything, keeping this to ourselves is more dangerous than going public. Once we’re on record, it would be impossible for VanDyke or anyone like him to sabotage our operation.”
“You don’t know pirates,” Buck said grimly. “And government’s the biggest pirate of all.”
“I’m leaning with Buck on this.” Frowning, Ray studied the Chinese figures. “I won’t dispute that we have an obligation to share what we’ve found, but we haven’t finished yet. We have weeks more excavating, maybe months, before we’ve played her out. And we’ve yet to find the main thing we came for.”
“Angelique’s Curse,” Buck said under his breath. “Maybe she doesn’t want to be found.”
“If she’s there,” LaRue corrected, “we’ll find her.”
“I think you’re all missing the point.” Marla spoke quietly. It was so rare she offered an opinion on excavation policy, everyone stopped and turned to her. “I know I don’t dive, don’t work the airlift, but I understand the heart of all of this. Look what we’ve done, what we’ve found already. A small operation with only two diving teams, working frantically to keep it all so quiet and secret. Yet we’ve uncovered a kind of miracle. And we’ve made Tate responsible for caring for that miracle. Now that she’s asking for help, we’re all worried someone might come along and steal our thunder. Well, they can’t,” she added. “Because we’ve done it. And if we focus so narrowly on one piece, aren’t we losing sight of the whole? Angelique’s Curse might have drawn us here, but we don’t have to find it to know we’ve done something incredible.”
With a sigh, Ray draped an arm over her shoulders. “You’re right. Of course you’re right. It’s foolish to think we haven’t succeeded because we haven’t found the amulet. Still, every time I go down and come up again without it, I feel as though I’ve failed. Even with all this.”
Tate’s hot gaze skimmed over Matthew before settling on her father. “You haven’t failed. None of us have.”
Saying nothing, Matthew rose. He took the gold chain from his pocket, let it dangle. For an instant, Tate thought she saw light flash from the stone.
Ray got shakily to his feet. His vision seemed to blur and fracture as he reached out to touch the center ruby. “You found it.”
“Tate found it. This morning.”
“It’s a devil’s tool,” Buck whispered, backing away. “It’ll bring you nothing but grief.”
“It may be a tool,” Matthew agreed, and his glance flicked over LaRue. “And I’ll use it. My vote goes with Tate. We make arrangements to transfer what we have. She can contact her committees.”
“So that you can lure VanDyke,” she murmured.
“VanDyke’s my problem. This is what he wants.” Matthew slipped the necklace from Ray’s hands. “He won’t find it easy going through me to get it. It might be best to suspend operations for a while. You and Marla and Tate could go on island.”
“And leave you here to face him down alone?” Tate tossed back her head. “Not a chance, Lassiter. Just because I’m stupid enough to want to marry you doesn’t mean I’ll let you bundle me off.”
“You’re getting married?” Marla pressed a hand to her lips. “Oh, honey.”
“I had intended to make the announcement a little more smoothly.” Annoyance glittered in Tate’s eyes. “You jerk.”
“I love you, too.” Matthew hooked an arm around her waist while the amulet dripped from his free hand. “She asked me this afternoon,” he explained to Marla. “I decided to give her a break and go along with it, since it means I get you in the bargain.”
“Thank goodness the two of you have come to your senses.” With a sob, Marla threw her arms around both of them. “Ray, our baby’s getting married.”
He patted his wife awkwardly on the shoulder. “I guess this is my cue to say something profound.” Emotions warred through him, regret mixed with joy. His little girl, he thought, was another man’s woman. “I can’t think of a damn thing.”
“If you will pardon me,” LaRue said. “I suggest a celebration.”
  
“Of course.” Marla wiped at her eyes and stepped back. “I should have thought of it.”
“Allow me.” LaRue strolled off into the galley to unearth the bottle of Fume Blanc he’d hidden away.
After the glasses were poured, the toasts drunk and the tears dried, Tate walked to the starboard rail to join Buck.
“It’s a pretty big night,” she murmured.
“Yeah.” He lifted his glass of ginger ale.
“I thought—I’d hoped that you’d be happy for us, Buck. I do love him so much.”
He shifted uncomfortably. “Guess I know you do. I got used to thinking about him like my own the past fifteen years. I ain’t been much of a substitute father—”
“You’ve been wonderful,” she interrupted hotly.
“Screwed up more than once, but mostly I done my best. I always knew Matthew had something special in him. More’n me, more’n James. I never knew how to make it come out. You do,” he added, turning to her at last.
“He’s a better man with you than he would be without. He’ll try harder with you there, and turn off that bad Lassiter luck. You gotta make him get rid of that damned necklace, Tate, before it curses your lives. Before VanDyke kills him for it.”
“I can’t do that, Buck. If I tried, and he changed himself because I’d asked, what would I leave him?”
“I should never have told him about it. I made him think we could make James’s death worth something if we found it. That was stupid. Dead’s dead.”
“Matthew’s his own man, Buck. What he does can’t be because of me, or you, or anyone. If we love him, we have to accept that.”






 CHAPTER 25
T
ATE STRUGGLED TO take her own advice to heart. As Matthew slept beside her in his cabin on the Mermaid, she tried to put her fears to rest.
He’d said it was time they trusted each other. She knew trust could be as strong a shield as love. She would make hers strong enough, she promised herself, to defend them both against anyone or anything.
Whatever happened, whatever he did, they would face it together.
“Stop worrying,” he murmured and nudged her closer.
The heat of his body, the hard length of it against hers, soothed. “Who said I was?”
“I can feel it.” To distract them both, he ran his hand over her hip. “You keep sending out all these nasty little worry darts. They’re keeping me awake.” His hand inched back up, over her rib cage. “And since I’m awake anyway . . .” He rolled on top of her to send kisses and shivers down her throat.
“Next time I build a boat, I’m going to make the master cabin bigger.”
She sighed as his lips nibbled their way to her ear. “Next time?”
“Mmm-hmm. And I’m soundproofing it.”
  
She let out a chuckle. Buck’s snoring from the next cabin battered the walls like thunder. “I’ll help you. How does LaRue stand it?”
“He says it’s like the boat rocking in the current. It’s just there.” Circling a finger around her breast, Matthew studied her face in the moonlight that drifted through the open window. “When I designed the living quarters, I didn’t have a wife in mind.”
“You’d better keep one in mind now,” she warned him. “This one. And I think the living quarters are just fine.” Teasingly, she flicked her tongue over his jaw. “Especially the captain’s cabin.”
“You know, if I’d figured out that this engagement business would clear the way for this, I’d have tried it sooner.” To please himself, he spread her hair over the pillow. “It beats the floor of the bridge.”
“All to hell.” She curved her lips under his. “But I kind of liked those nights. Don’t think this engagement business is going to last long,” she added. “We’re going to Nevis tomorrow to start the formalities.”
“Christ, you’re bossy.”
“Yeah and I’ve got you, Lassiter.” She vised her arms around him. “I’ve really got you.”
Nothing, absolutely nothing, she vowed, was going to take him away from her.
 
“The minute you’re finished, I want you to meet me in the boutique.” Under the bright morning sun, Marla shook the sand out of her sandals as she stepped from the beach onto the stone walkway of the resort. Small, informal wedding or not, she intended to take her duties as mother of the bride, and surrogate mother of the groom, seriously.
Tate sighed and flipped her braid over her shoulder. “I don’t suppose it’s any use telling you again that I don’t need a new dress.”
“No use at all.” Happily, Marla beamed. “We’re getting you a wedding dress, Tate Beaumont. If the boutique here at the resort doesn’t have anything suitable, we’re going to Saint Kitts. And Matthew”—she patted him gently on the cheek—“you could use a haircut—and a decent suit.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Suck up,” Tate muttered.
Ignoring that, Marla continued to smile. “Now y’all go see the concierge. I’m sure he can help you find the way to push through the paperwork. Matthew, you and I will look into that suit later this afternoon. Oh, and Tate, ask him about shoes.”
“Shoes?”
“We’ll want to get some to match your dress.” With a cheery wave, she headed up the steps toward the boutique.
“She’s off and running,” Tate said under her breath. “Thank God we’re doing this here and now. Can you imagine what she’d be planning if we were getting married back on Hatteras? Showers and bridal shows. Flowers, caterers, cakes.” She shuddered delicately. “Wedding consultants.”
“Sounds kind of nice.”
“Lassiter.” Bemused, Tate stared up at him. “You’re not telling me you’d like all that fuss and bother. If she had the chance, she’d stuff you into a tux, maybe tails.” She gave his butt a friendly pat. “Not that you wouldn’t look wonderfully dashing.”
“I thought women were supposed to want a big, splashy wedding.”
“Not sane women.” Amused, she paused halfway up the steps. “Matthew, is that what you want, all the pomp and circumstance?”
“Look, Red, I’ll take you any way I can get you. I just don’t see what’s so wrong with the fancywork. A new dress, a haircut.”
Tate narrowed her eyes wickedly. “She’s going to make you wear a tie, pal.”
He couldn’t quite control the wince. “Not such a big deal.”
“You’re right.” With a little laugh, she pressed a hand to her stomach. “I guess I’d better just come clean and admit it. I’m scared.”
“Good.” He clasped his hand over hers. “That makes two of us.”
  
Together they went into the lobby to track down the concierge.
Fifteen minutes later, they walked out again, dazzled.
“It’s going to be awfully easy,” Tate managed. “Proof of citizenship, sign a few papers.” She blew the hair out of her eyes. “We could pull this off in two or three days.”
“Cold feet?”
“They’re blocks of ice, but I can handle it. You?”
“I never welch on a deal.” To prove it, he scooped her off her feet. “Are you going to be Doctor Lassiter or Doctor Beaumont?”
“I’m going to be Doctor Beaumont and Mrs. Lassiter. Suit you?”
“Suits me. Ah, I guess we’d better head to the boutique.”
“I can save you from that.” Understanding, she gave him a hard, smacking kiss. “If we manage to find a dress in there, you aren’t allowed to see it. Mom will have a fit if we don’t follow at least one tradition.”
Hope bloomed. “I don’t have to go shopping?”
“You don’t have to go shopping until she snags you. Why don’t you swing by in about a half hour? Wait, I forgot I was dealing with Marla the mad shopper Beaumont. Give us an hour. And since I’m feeling so generous where you’re concerned, if Mom decides to drag me off to Saint Kitts, we’ll detour back to the boat and drop you off.”
“I owe you big, Red.”
“I’ll collect. Put me down.”
He gave her one last kiss, then set her on her feet. “I bet they carry lingerie up there.”
“I bet they do.” She laughed and gave him a shove. “I’ll surprise you. Get lost, Lassiter.”
Smiling, she watched him disappear back into the lobby. Suddenly the idea of a new dress, something flowing and romantic, didn’t seem so frivolous. Something that would be flattered by a little gold heart with a single pearl dripping from its point.
Lassiter, she decided, I’m going to knock your socks off.
Flushed with pleasure, she started across the patio. The hand that clamped on her arm made her laugh. “Matthew, really—”
The words, and her breath, clogged in her throat as she stared into the smoothly handsome face of Silas VanDyke.
Reality tilted on its edge for a moment. He looked exactly the same, she thought dumbly. The years had laid lightly on him. The thick, glossy pewter hair, the smooth, elegant face and pale eyes.
His hand was soft as a child’s on her arm, and she could smell the subtle, expensive cologne he’d dabbed on his skin.
“Ms. Beaumont, what a pleasure to run into you like this. I must say, the years have been overwhelmingly generous with you.”
It was the sound of his voice, faintly European and coldly pleased, that snapped her back. “Let go of me.”
“Surely you have a moment or two for an old friend?” Still smiling benignly, he steered her sharply around the garden of brilliant annuals as he spoke.
There were dozens of people around, she reminded herself as she fought back fear. Guests, staff, the early diners who lounged in the poolside restaurant. She only had to shout.
The realization that she was afraid, here, in the bright sunlight, had her digging in her heels. “Oh, I’ve got a moment or two for you, VanDyke. In fact, I’d enjoy dealing with you very much.” Alone, she thought, without Matthew shouldering her aside. “But if you don’t let me go, right now, I’ll start screaming.”
“Now that would be an unfortunate mistake,” he said mildly. “And you’re a sensible woman. I know.”
“Keep pawing at me and I’ll show you just how sensible.” Furious, she jerked her arm free. “I’m sensible enough to know there’s nothing you can do to me in a public place.”
“Do to you?” He looked shocked, and vaguely offended. But his head was aching, pounding at the idea that she would defy him. “Tate, my dear, what a foolish thing to say. I wouldn’t dream of doing anything to you at all. I’m simply inviting you to come out and spend an hour or two on my yacht.”
“You must be insane.”
His fingers closed so quickly, so painfully over her arm, she was too surprised to shout. “Be careful. I don’t care for poor manners.” His face smoothed out again with a smile. “We’ll try again, shall we? I’d like you to accompany me for a short, friendly visit. If you refuse, or if you insist on making a scene here in, as you say, a public place, your fiancé will pay the price.”
“My fiancé will scrape your face over the pavement, VanDyke, unless I do it first.”
“What a pity that your mother’s gentle breeding seems to have skipped a generation.” He sighed, leaned closer, keeping his teeth clenched to control his voice. “I have two men watching your Matthew as we speak. They’ll do nothing unless you force me to signal them otherwise. They’re quite skilled and quite discreet.”
The blood drained from her face, leaving it cold and stiff. “You can hardly have him killed in the lobby of the resort.” But he’d planted the seed of terror, and it was blossoming.
“You can always take that chance. Oh, and wasn’t that your mother up in the boutique? She’s chosen several lovely things for you.”
Numb with fear, Tate glanced up. She could see the glass doors and windows of the shop tossing back sun. And the man, broad shouldered, neatly dressed, loitering outside. He inclined his head slowly.
“Don’t hurt her. You have no reason to hurt her.”
“If you do what I tell you, I’ll have no reason to hurt anyone. Shall we go? I’ve instructed my chef to prepare a very special lunch, and now I have someone to share it with.” With a horrible gallantry, he tucked a hand under her elbow and led her toward the pier. “The trip will only take a short time,” he assured her. “I’m moored just west of you.”
“How did you know?”
“Oh, my dear.” Jaunty in his white suit and panama, pleased with his victory, he clucked her under the chin. “How naive of you to think I wouldn’t.”
Tate jerked her arm from his grip, gave one last look back at the resort before stepping down into the waiting tender. “If you hurt them, if you so much as touch either of them, I’ll kill you myself.”
She planned the ways she would do it as the tender cut through the water.
 
In the boutique, Marla sighed. After instructing the clerk to set aside her selections, she set out to track down her daughter. She searched the restaurants and lounges, scanned the beach and the pool. Mildly irked, she went through the gift shop, then back to the boutique.
When there was no sign of Tate, she marched back to the lobby intending to have the concierge do a page.
She spotted Matthew jumping out of a cab.
“Matthew, for goodness sake, where have you been?”
“Something I had to take care of.” He patted his pocket where the contract he’d just signed was neatly folded. “Hey, I’m only a little late.”
“Late for what?”
“We said an hour.” Unconcerned, he glanced at his watch. “It’s just over that. So, did you talk her into a dress or is she still fighting it?”
“I haven’t seen her,” Marla said grumpily. She was hot, frustrated. “I thought she was with you.”
“No, we separated. She was going to meet you.” He shrugged. “We were talking about different kinds of weddings, flowers and stuff. She probably got involved in something.”
“I don’t—the beauty salon,” Marla said, inspired. “She probably wanted to check about getting her hair and nails done, getting a facial.”
“Tate?”
“It’s her wedding.” Baffled by the casualness of youth, she shook her head. “Every woman wants to look her best as a bride. She’s down there right now going through pictures of hairstyles.”
“If you say so.” The idea of Tate getting herself polished and painted for him had him grinning. This he had to see. “Let’s go smoke her out.”
“I’m going to give her a piece of my mind, too,” Marla muttered. “I was starting to worry.”
 
“Champagne?” VanDyke lifted a flute from the tray his steward had set beside a pair of peacock blue lounge chairs.
“No.”
“I think you’ll agree that it sets the palate for the lobster dish we’re having for lunch.”
“I’m not interested in champagne or lobster or your transparent politeness.”
Ignoring the little tremors of fear, Tate kept her shoulders braced. If she’d gauged it correctly they were about a mile west of the Mermaid. She could swim it if necessary.
“What I am interested in is why you kidnapped me.”
“Such a hard word.” VanDyke sampled the champagne, found it perfectly chilled. “Please sit.” His eyes frosted when she stayed braced against the rail. “Sit, now,” he repeated. “We have business to discuss.”
Bravery was one thing. But when his eyes looked as flat and mindless as a shark’s, she thought it wise to obey. She sat stiffly and forced herself to accept the second flute he held out.
She’d been wrong, she realized. He had changed. The man she had faced eight years ago had seemed sane. This one . . .
“To . . .destiny, perhaps?”
She’d have preferred to dash the contents of the glass into his face. Whatever small satisfaction that might bring her, she realized, would cost dearly. “Destiny?” It bolstered her to find her voice could be calm and even. “Yes, I could drink to that.”
Relaxed, he sat back, holding the stem of the flute between his fingers. “It’s so charming to visit with you again. You know, Tate, you made quite a favorable impression on me during our last encounter. I’ve enjoyed watching your professional progress over the years.”
“If I had known you were associated with the Nomad’s last expedition in any way, I would never have been a part of it.”
“So foolish.” He crossed his ankles to better enjoy the wine and the company. “Surely you know that I’ve financed a number of scientists, labs, expeditions. Without my backing, numerous projects would never have reached fruition. And the charities I support, worthwhile causes.” He paused to sip again. “Would you deny those causes, Tate, charitable and scientific, because you disapprove of the source?”
She tipped her glass and sipped as delicately as he. “When the source is a murderer, a thief, a man without conscience or morals, yes.”
“Fortunately few share your opinion of me, or your rather naive ethics. You disappointed me,” he said in a tone that had her pulse going thick. “You betrayed me. And you’ve cost me.” Absently, he glanced up as a steward appeared. “Lunch is served,” VanDyke told her, smoothly genial again. “I thought you’d enjoy dining al fresco.”
He rose, offering a hand, which she ignored. “Don’t try my patience, Tate. Small rebellions only irritate me.” He demonstrated by clamping his hand over her wrist. “You’ve already disappointed me deeply,” he continued as she struggled against his hold. “But I’m hoping you’ll take this last chance I’m giving you to redeem yourself.”
“Take your hands off me.” Temper spiked, propelling her around. Her fist was poised, ready to strike when he grabbed her braid and yanked sharply enough to have stars exploding in front of her eyes. When her body was dragged against him, she discovered the elegant clothes masked a tough, hard body.
“If you think I have any qualms about striking a woman, think again.” His eyes glittered as he shoved her roughly into a chair. He leaned over her, his breath hitching, his eyes blind. “If I wasn’t a reasonable, civilized man, if I let myself forget that, I’d break you, a bone at a time.”
Like a light switched, his eyes changed. The vicious temper turned into a smile that was edgy and thin. “There are those who believe that corporal punishment is unwise, even uncivilized.” Daintily he fussed with his lapels, then sat. Brushing a hand back, he signaled for the stone-faced steward to retrieve the wine and glasses. “However, I disagree. I’m a firm believer that pain and punishment are very effective for instilling a sense of discipline. And certainly respect. I demand respect. I’ve earned it. Do try one of these olives, dear.” The avuncular host once more, he offered her a crystal dish. “They’re from one of my groves in Greece.”
Because her hands were shaking badly she kept them locked under the table. What kind of man threatened to inflict pain one moment, and offered exotic tidbits the next? A mad one.
“What do you want?”
“First, to share a congenial meal in a lovely spot with an attractive woman.” His brow lifted when her cheeks went white. “Don’t fret, dear Tate. My feelings for you are much too paternal for me to entertain any sexual notions. Your honor, as you might think of it, is more than safe.”
“I’m supposed to be relieved that rape isn’t on your itinerary?”
“Another ugly word.” Mildly annoyed with her choice of it, he helped himself to the dish of olives and the antipasto. “A man who stoops to forcing himself on a woman sexually isn’t a man at all in my opinion. One of my executives in New York browbeat and intimidated his assistant into having sex with him. She had to be hospitalized when he’d finished.”
VanDyke sliced through a piece of prosciutto. “I arranged to have him fired—after I’d had him castrated.” He dabbed at his mouth with a pale blue linen napkin. “I like to think she would have thanked me. Please, try the lobster. I guarantee it’s superb.”
“I don’t seem to have much of an appetite.” Tate shoved her plate aside in a gesture she knew was foolishly defiant. “You got me here, VanDyke, and obviously you can keep me here. At least until Matthew and my family start looking for me.” Lifting her chin, she stared directly into his eyes. “Why don’t you tell me what you want?”
“We will have to discuss Matthew,” he mused, “but that can wait. I want what I’ve always wanted. I want what belongs to me. Angelique’s Curse.”
 
Worry gnawed at her stomach as Marla paced the hotel lobby. No matter how many times she told herself that Tate couldn’t have simply disappeared, she was terrified. She watched people come and go, staff bustling along to perform duties, guests strolling from pool to lounge to garden.
She heard laughter, the splash of children swimming, the whirl of the blender that mixed frosty island drinks for those waiting at the bar.
She and Matthew had separated—she, to ask at the front desk, to question the doormen, the cabdrivers, anyone who might have seen Tate leave the resort, he to check the beach and the dock.
When she spotted Matthew coming toward her, Marla’s heart leapt. Only when she saw that he was alone, when she saw the grim look in his eyes, did it sink again.
“Tate.”
“Several people saw her. She met someone, left with him by tender.”
“Left? Who did she meet? Are you sure it was her?”
“It was her.” The panic that raced through him could be controlled. But not so easy was it to control the need to kill. “The description I got fits VanDyke.”
“No.” Weak with fear, she reached out to take his arm. “She wouldn’t have gone with him.”
“She wouldn’t unless he hadn’t given her a choice.”
“The police,” she said faintly. “We’ll call the police.”
“And tell them that she left the island, without putting up any struggle, with the man who endowed her last project?” Eyes hard and hot, he shook his head. “We don’t know how many cops he owns either. We do this my way.”
“Matthew, if he hurts her . . .”
“He won’t.” But they both knew he said it only to soothe. “He has no reason to. Let’s get back. My guess is that he won’t be far from where we’re moored.”
 
He doesn’t know. Tate’s mind whirled with possibilities. He’d known where to find them. Had somehow known what they were doing. But he didn’t know what they’d found. Stalling, she reached for her glass again.
“Do you think, if I had it, I’d give it to you?”
“Oh, I think when you have it you’ll give it to me to save Matthew and the others. It’s time we worked together, Tate, as I’ve planned for some time.”
“You’ve planned?”
“Yes. Though not in quite the way I had hoped.” He brooded over that for a moment, then brushed it aside. “I’m willing to overlook your mistakes, I’m even willing to let you and your team reap the rewards of the Isabella. All I want is the amulet.”
“You’d take it and walk away? What assurance do I have of that?”
“My word, of course.”
“Your word means less than nothing to me.” She gasped involuntarily when he crushed her fingers in his hand.
“I don’t tolerate insults.” When he released her, her hand throbbed like a bad tooth. “A man’s word is sacred, Tate,” he said with eerie calm. “My proposition stands. The amulet is all I want from you. In exchange for it, you’ll have the fame and the fortune that goes with the Isabella. Your name will be made. I’m even willing to assist on that point wherever I have influence.”
“I don’t want your influence.”
“You benefited from it many times in the past eight years. But I did that for my own pleasure. Still it wounds to have generosity met with ingratitude.” His face darkened. “Lassiter’s doing. I understand that. You realize that by aligning yourself with him you’re lowering your expectations, your standards, your social and professional opportunities. A man like him will never be an asset to you on any level.”
“A man like Matthew Lassiter makes you look like a child. A spoiled, evil child.” Her head snapped back and her eyes watered when the back of his hand slashed across her cheek.
“I warned you.” Furious, he shoved his plate aside. The force of it sent it bulleting off the table to smash on the deck. “I won’t tolerate disrespect. I’ve made allowances as I admire your courage and intelligence, but you will mind your tongue.”
“I despise you.” She braced for another blow. “If I found the amulet, I’d destroy it before turning it over to you.”
She watched him snap. The way his hands trembled as he surged to his feet. There was murder in his eyes. More than that, she understood. There was a kind of terrible delight. He would hurt her, she knew, and he would enjoy it.
The survival instinct kicked in over the numb fear. She sprang to her feet, leaping back when he grabbed for her. Without pausing, she sprinted for the rail. Water was safety. The sea would save her. But even as she poised to dive, she was dragged back.
She kicked, screamed, fought to find flesh that her teeth could sink into. The steward simply pinned her arms, yanking them viciously up behind her back until her vision grayed.
“Leave her to me.”
Dimly, she heard VanDyke’s voice as she fell bonelessly to the deck.
“You’re not as sensible as I’d hoped.” With the rage still in him, VanDyke snagged her abused arm and yanked her to her feet. Fresh agony had a sob catching in her throat. “Your loyalty is displaced, Tate. I’ll have to teach you—”
He broke off as the sound of a motor caught his attention. Hearing it, Tate swayed, turned her face toward the noise.
Matthew.
Terror and pain stripped aside all pride. She wept weakly when VanDyke let her drop to the deck a second time.
  
He’d come. She curled into a ball, nursing bruises. He’d take her away, and it wouldn’t hurt anymore. She wouldn’t be afraid anymore.
“Again,” VanDyke said, “you’re late.”
“It wasn’t a simple matter to leave.” LaRue landed lightly on deck. He glanced briefly at Tate before reaching for his tobacco. “You have a passenger, I see.”
“Fortune smiled on me.” Nearly steady again, VanDyke sat back down. He picked up a napkin to dab at his sweaty face. “I was handling a few details on the island when who should cross my path but the delightful Ms. Beaumont.”
LaRue clucked his tongue and helped himself to Tate’s champagne. “There’s a mark on her face. I disapprove of the rough treatment of women.”
VanDyke’s teeth bared. “I don’t pay you for your approval.”
“Perhaps not.” LaRue decided to postpone his cigarette and enjoy the antipasto. “When Matthew discovers you have her, he’ll come looking.”
“Of course.” That would make up for everything. Nearly everything. “Have you come only to tell me what I already know?”
“LaRue.” Trembling, Tate struggled to her knees. “Matthew, where’s Matthew?”
“I would guess he is speeding back from Nevis to search for you.”
“But—” She shook her head to clear it. “What are you doing here?” Slowly it began to register that he was alone, that he was sitting comfortably at the table, nibbling.
He smiled when he saw the knowledge seep into her eyes, and with it disgust. “So, the light dawns.”
“You work for him. Matthew trusted you. We all trusted you.”
“I would hardly have earned my keep if you hadn’t.”
She wiped the weak tears from her cheek. “For money? You’ve betrayed Matthew for money?”
“I have a great fondness for money.” Dismissing her, he turned back, popped an olive into his mouth. “And speaking of my great fondness, I will require another bonus.”
“LaRue, I’m growing tired of your added demands.” VanDyke held up a finger. In answer, the steward stepped forward, flipped open his sharply creased white jacket and took out a highly polished .32. “I might redeem myself in Tate’s eyes by having you shot in several painful places and thrown overboard. I believe you’d draw sharks nicely.”
Lips pursed, LaRue contemplated his choice of peppers. “If you kill me, your hopes for Angelique’s Curse die with me.”
VanDyke clenched his fist until he calmed again. Another quick signal had the .32 disappearing under the tailored coat. “I also grow tired of you dangling the amulet.”
“Two hundred and fifty thousand American dollars,” LaRue began, and shut his eyes briefly to savor the hot, sweet flavor of the pepper. “And the amulet is yours.”
“Bastard,” Tate whispered. “I hope he does kill you.”
“Business is business,” LaRue said with a shrug. “I see that she has yet to tell you of our luck, mon ami. We have Angelique’s Curse. For a quarter of a million, I’ll see that it is safely in your hands by tomorrow, nightfall.”






 CHAPTER 26
A
NGELIQUE’S
C
URSE GLITTERED in Matthew’s hands. He stood on the bridge of the Mermaid, his fingers wrapped tight around the chain. The hot white sun poured over the ruby, flashed the diamonds, sparkled the gold. Here was the treasure of a lifetime, fortune and fame in metal and stone.
Here was misery.
Everyone he’d loved had been hurt by it. Holding it, he could see the lifeless body of his father, crumpled on the deck of a boat. The face, so like his own, bleached white in death.
He could see Buck in the jaws of a shark, blood swirling in the water.
He could see Tate, tears in her eyes, offering him the amulet, offering him the choice of salvation or destruction.
But he couldn’t see her now. He couldn’t know where she’d been taken or what had been done to her. All he knew was that he would do anything, give anything to get her back.
The cursed necklace weighed like lead in his hands and mocked him with beauty.
Eyes blazing, he turned as Buck came onto the bridge.
  
“Still no sign of LaRue.” Spotting the amulet, Buck took a jerky step back.
Matthew swore and laid the necklace on the chart table. “Then we move without him. We can’t wait.”
“Move where? What the hell are we going to do? I’m with Ray and Marla on this, Matthew. We gotta call in the cops.”
“Did the cops do us any good last time?”
“This ain’t piracy, boy, it’s kidnapping.”
“It was murder once, too,” Matthew said coldly. “He got her, Buck.” He leaned against the chart table, warring against the old helplessness. “In front of dozens of people he walked right off with her.”
“He’d trade her for that.” Wetting his lips, Buck forced himself to look at the necklace. “Like a ransom.”
Hadn’t he been waiting, praying by the radio, for VanDyke to make contact? Matthew thought. “I can’t afford to count on that. Can’t afford to wait any longer.”
He grabbed binoculars, shoved them at Buck. “Due west.”
Stepping up, Buck lifted the binoculars, skimmed the sea. He focused in on the yacht, hardly more than a glimmer of sleek white. “A mile off,” he murmured. “Could be him.”
“It’s him.”
“He’d be waiting for you. Expecting you to come after her.”
“I wouldn’t want to disappoint him, would I?”
“He’ll kill you.” Resigned now, Buck set the glasses aside. “You could give him that fucking thing wrapped in a bow and he’d still kill you. Just like he did James.”
“I’m not giving it to him,” Matthew returned. “And he’s not killing anyone.” Impatient, he seized the binoculars, searched the sea for a sign of LaRue. Time was up.
“I need you, Buck.” He set the glasses down again. “I need you to dive.”
 
Terror and pain were no longer important. Tate watched LaRue eat heartily as he betrayed his partners. She no longer thought of escape as she lunged to her feet and flew at him.
The attack was so unexpected, her prey so complacent, that she was able to knock him out of his chair. Her nails scraped viciously down his cheek, drawing blood before he managed to flip and hold her down.
“You’re even worse than he is,” she spat out, wriggling like an eel under him. “He’s just crazy. You’re revolting. If VanDyke doesn’t kill you, Matthew will. I hope I get to watch.”
Amused, excited by the display, VanDyke sipped champagne. He let the wrestling match play on, enjoying LaRue’s grunts as he fought to restrain Tate. Then with a sigh, he signaled the steward. He couldn’t afford to have LaRue overly damaged. Quite yet.
“Show Ms. Beaumont her stateroom,” he ordered. “And see that she’s not disturbed.” He smiled as his man hauled Tate to her feet. She kicked, cursed and struggled, but she was outweighed by a hundred pounds of solid muscle. “I think you should have some rest, my dear, while LaRue and I complete our business. I’m sure you’ll find your accommodations more than suitable.”
“Burn in hell,” she shouted, choking on tears of frustration as she was carried off. “Both of you.”
VanDyke squirted a bit of lemon on his lobster. “An admirable woman all in all. Not easily cowed. A pity her loyalties are so misplaced. I could have done great things with her. For her, as well. Now she’s bait.” He nibbled delicately. “Nothing more.”
LaRue wiped at the blood on his cheek with the back of his hand. The furrows she’d dug burned like fire. Though VanDyke frowned in annoyance, he used the linen napkin to staunch it.
“Next to money, love is the most powerful motivator.” More shaken than he cared to admit, LaRue poured the flute full and drank it down.
“You were telling me about Angelique’s Curse before we were interrupted.”
“Yes.” Surreptitiously LaRue rubbed at his ribs where Tate’s elbow had jabbed. Damned if he wasn’t going to bruise. “And about two hundred and fify thousand dollars. American.”
The money was nothing. He’d spent a hundred times that in his search already. But it bubbled in his blood to pay it. “What proof is there that you have the amulet?”
Lips curled, LaRue lifted a hand to his shredded cheek. “Come now, mon ami. Tate found it herself only yesterday, and with love guiding her, handed it selflessly to Matthew.” To soothe his frayed nerves, LaRue began to roll a cigarette. “It is magnificent, more so than you had led me to believe. The center stone . . .” LaRue made a circle with his thumb and forefinger to indicate size. “Red as blood, the diamonds around it iced tears. The chain is heavy but delicately wrought, as is the sentiment etched around the jewel.”
He struck a match, cupping it against the light breeze, to light his cigarette. “You can feel the power humming in it. Against your fingers it seems to throb.”
VanDyke’s eyes glazed, his mouth went slack. “You touched it?”
“Bien sûr. I am trusted, eh?” He blew out a lazy stream of smoke. “Matthew guards it close, you see, but he doesn’t guard against me. We are shipmates, partners, friends. I can get it for you, once I am assured the money is in place.”
“You’ll have your money.” Need had VanDyke’s hands trembling. His face was white and still as he leaned forward. “And this promise, LaRue. If you cross me, if you try to bleed more money from me or if you fail, there is no place you can hide that I won’t find you. When I do, you’ll pray for death.”
LaRue dragged in more smoke and smiled. “It’s difficult to frighten a rich man. And rich is what I’ll be. You’ll have your curse, mon ami, and I my money.” Before he could rise, VanDyke held up a hand.
“We aren’t finished. A quarter of a million is a great deal.”
“A fraction of the worth,” LaRue pointed out. “Would you try to negotiate now when it is all but in your hands?”
“I’ll double it.” Pleased to see LaRue’s eyes widen, VanDyke leaned back. “For the amulet, and for Matthew Lassiter.”
“You want me to bring him to you?” With a laugh, LaRue shook his head. “Not even your precious amulet could protect you from him. He means to kill you.” He gestured in the direction where Tate had been taken. “And you have the tool to bring him down already in your possession.”
“I don’t want you to bring him to me.” That was a pleasure he would have to deny himself, VanDyke realized. The fact that he could make such a practical choice over an emotional one proved he was still in control of his fate. Business, he thought, was business. “I want you to dispose of him. Tonight.”
“Murder,” LaRue mused. “This is interesting.”
“An accident at sea would be appropriate.”
“You think he dives when Tate is missing? You underestimate his feelings for her.”
“Not at all. But feelings make a man careless. It would be a pity if something happened to his boat, when he and his drunken uncle were aboard. A fire perhaps. An explosion—tragic and lethal. For an extra quarter million, I’m sure you can be inventive.”
“I am known for a certain quickness of mind. I want the first two hundred and fifty deposited this afternoon. I will not move further until I am assured of it.”
“Very well. When I see the Mermaid destroyed, I’ll make a second payment into your account. Make it tonight, LaRue, midnight. Then bring me the amulet.”
“Transfer the money.”
 
Hours passed. Tate resisted the fruitless urge to batter her fists on the door and shout for release. There was a beautiful wide window offering a spectacular view of the sea and sun sinking toward it. The chair she’d thrown had bounced off the glass without making a scratch.
She’d tugged and yanked until her already aching arms had wept with fatigue. But the window stayed firmly in place, and so did she.
  
She paced, she cursed, she planned revenge and she listened desperately to every creak and footfall.
But Matthew didn’t come.
Fairy-tale heroes rescued damsels in distress, she reminded herself. And damned if she wanted to be some whiny damsel. She’d get herself out, somehow.
She spent nearly an hour searching every inch of the cabin. It was large and lovely, decorated in cool pastels under a ceiling of pale-gold wood. Her feet sank into ivory carpet, her fingers skimmed over smoothly lacquered mauve walls, around trim painted sea-foam green.
In the closet she found a long silk robe in a brilliant pattern of cabbage roses, a matching nightdress. A linen jacket, a spangled wrap and a black evening coat had been provided for those cool night breezes. A simple black cocktail dress, an assortment of casual cruise wear completed the inventory.
Tate pushed clothes aside and examined every inch of the closet wall.
It was as solid as the rest of the cabin.
He hadn’t skimped on the amenities, she observed grimly. The bed was king-sized, plumped with satin pillows. Glossy magazines fanned on the glass-topped coffee table in the sitting area. In the entertainment center under the TV and VCR were an assortment of the latest available movies on video. A small refrigerator held soft drinks, splits of wine and champagne, fancy chocolate and snacks.
The bathroom boasted an oversized whirlpool tub in mauve, a sink shaped like a scallop, brass lights around a generous mirror. On the pale green counters were a variety of expensive creams, lotions, bath oils.
Her search for a jerry-built weapon turned up nothing but a leather travel kit with all the necessities.
There were bath sheets, loofahs, a hotel-style terry-cloth robe and dainty soaps shaped like starfish, conch shells and seahorses.
But the brass towel rack she envisioned wielding as a club was bolted firmly in place.
Desperate, she raced back into the main cabin. Her search through the elegant little writing desk unearthed thick creamy stationery, envelopes, even stamps. The perfect fucking host, she fumed, then closed her fingers over a slim gold pen.
How much damage, she wondered, could a designer ballpoint inflict? A good shot to the eye—the thought made her shudder, but she slipped the pen into the pocket of her slacks.
She slumped into a chair. The water was so close, so close, she wanted to weep.
And where was Matthew?
She had to find a way to warn him. LaRue, the bastard LaRue. Every precaution they’d taken over the last months had been for nothing. LaRue had passed every movement, every plan, every triumph, along to VanDyke.
He’d eaten with them, worked with them, laughed with them. He’d told stories of his days at sea with Matthew with the affection of a friend in his voice.
All the while he’d been a traitor.
Now he would steal the amulet. Matthew would be frantic, her parents wild with worry. He would pretend concern, even anger. He would be privy to their thoughts, their plans. Then he would take the amulet and bring it to VanDyke.
She wasn’t a fool. It had already fixed in her mind that once VanDyke had what he wanted, her usefulness was over. He would have no reason to keep her, and couldn’t afford to set her free.
He would certainly kill her.
Somewhere in the open sea, she imagined, coolly logical. A blow to the head most likely, then he would dump her, dead or unconscious, into the water. The fish would do the rest.
In all those miles, in all that space, no one would ever find a trace of her.
He assumed it would be simple, she thought, and closed her eyes. What could one unarmed woman do to defend herself? Well, he would be surprised what this woman could do. He might kill her, but it wouldn’t be simple.
Her head jerked up as the lock on her door clicked. The steward opened it, his shoulders filling the doorway.
  
“He wants you.”
It was the first time he’d spoken in her hearing. Tate detected the Slavic song in the brusque tone.
“Are you Russian?” she asked. She rose but didn’t come toward him.
“You will come now.”
“I worked with a biologist a few years ago. She was from Leningrad. Natalia Minonova. She always spoke fondly of Russia.”
Nothing flickered on his wide, stony face. “He wants you,” the steward repeated.
She shrugged, slipping her hand in her pocket, closing her fingers over the pen. “I’ve never understood people who take orders blindly. Not much of a self-starter, are you, Igor?”
Saying nothing, he crossed to her. When his beefy hand closed over her arm, she let herself go limp. “Doesn’t it matter to you that he’s going to kill me?” It was easy to put the fear back into her voice as he dragged her across the room. “Will you do it for him? Snap my neck or crush my skull? Please.” She stumbled, turned into him. “Please, help me.”
As he shifted his grip, she pulled the pen out of her pocket. It was a blur of movement, the slim gold dart plunging, his hand shooting up.
She felt the sickening give as her weapon sank into flesh, and the warm wetness on her hand before she was hurled against the wall.
Her stomach roiled as she watched him stoically yank the pen from his cheek. The puncture was small but deep, and blood ran. Her only regret was that she’d missed the eye.
Without a word he clamped her arm and dragged her out on deck.
VanDyke was waiting. It was brandy this time. Glass-shielded candles glowed prettily on a table beside a bowl of dewy fruit and a fluted plate offering delicate pastries.
He had changed into formal evening attire to suit the celebration he planned. Beethoven’s Pathétique flowed subtly from the outdoor speakers.
  
“I had hoped you might avail yourself of the wardrobe in your stateroom. My last guest left rather hurriedly this morning and neglected to pack all of her belongings.” His brow lifted when he saw his steward’s bloody cheek.
“Go to the infirmary and have that dealt with,” he said impatiently. “Then come back. You never cease to surprise me, Tate. What did you use?”
“A Mont Blanc. I wish it had been you.”
He chuckled. “Let me give you a logical choice, my dear. You can be restrained or drugged, both of which are distasteful. Or you can cooperate.” He saw her glance involuntarily toward the rail and shook his head. “Jumping overboard would hardly be productive. You have no gear. One of my men would be in the water in moments to bring you back. You wouldn’t make it fifty yards. Why don’t you sit?”
Until she could formulate a better plan, she saw no point in defying him. If he drugged her, she’d be lost.
“Where did you find LaRue?”
“Oh, it’s amazingly easy to find tools when you can pay for them.” He paused a moment to choose the perfect glossy grape.
“A study of Matthew’s shipmates showed LaRue to be a likely candidate. He’s a man who enjoys money and the transient pleasures it buys. To date, he’s been a good if occasionally expensive investment.”
He paused, eyes half closed in pleasant relaxation, and swirled his brandy.
“He kept close tabs on Matthew aboard ship, was able to develop a friendship with him. Through LaRue’s reports I was able to determine that Matthew continued to keep contact with your parents, and that he never quite gave up the idea of finding Angelique’s Curse. He knew where it was, of course, always, but he’d never tell LaRue where. Even friendship has its limits. He’d boast of it, but never drop his guard enough to tell the tale.”
VanDyke chose a second dark purple grape from the bowl. “I do admire that. His tenacity and his caution. I wouldn’t have thought it of him, holding onto the secret all these years, working like a dog when he could have lived like a prince. Still, he slipped when he resumed his partnership with your parents, and you. Women often cause a man to make foolish mistakes.”
“Firsthand experience, VanDyke?”
“Not at all. I adore women, much in the same way I adore a good wine or a well-played symphony. When the bottle is done, or the music over, one can always arrange for another.” He smiled as Tate tensed. The boat had begun to move.
“Where are we going?”
“Not far. A few degrees east. I’m expecting a show, and I want a closer seat, so to speak. Have a snifter of brandy, Tate. You may feel the need for it.”
“I don’t need brandy.”
“Well, it’s here if you change your mind.” He rose and crossed to a bench. “I have an extra pair of binoculars. Perhaps you’d like them.”
She snatched them, rushed to the rail to scan east. Her heart leapt when she found the dim outline of the boats. There were lights glowing on the New Adventure, another holding steady on the bridge of the Mermaid.
“You must realize if we can see them, they’ll be able to see us.”
“If they know where to look.” VanDyke stepped beside her. “I imagine they’ll scan this way eventually. But they’re going to be very busy shortly.”
“You think you’re clever.” Despite her best efforts, her voice broke. “Using me to lure them here.”
“Yes. It was a stroke of luck well used. But now plans have changed.”
“Changed?” She couldn’t stop staring at the lights. She thought she saw movement. A tender? she wondered. Cutting away toward shore. LaRue, she thought with a sinking heart, taking the amulet to some hiding place.
“Yes, and I believe the change is imminent.”
The excitement in his voice shivered over her skin. “What are you—”
Even at nearly a mile’s distance, she heard the blast. The lenses of the binoculars exploded with light, dazzling her shocked eyes. But she didn’t look away. Couldn’t look away.
The Mermaid was engulfed in flames.
“No. No, God. Matthew.” She’d nearly leapt over the rail before VanDyke yanked her back.
“LaRue is efficient as well as greedy.” VanDyke wrapped a wiry arm around her throat until her frantic struggles drained into wild weeping. “The authorities will do their best to piece it together, what there is left to piece. Any evidence they find will indicate that Buck Lassiter, in a drunken haze, slopped gas too near the engine, then carelessly lit a match. As there’s nothing left of him, or his nephew, there will be no one to dispute it.”
“You were going to get the amulet.” She stared at the fire licking at the dark sea. “You were going to get it. Why did you have to kill him?”
“He would never have stopped,” VanDyke said simply. The flames dancing toward the sky mesmerized him. “He stared at me over his father’s body, with knowledge and hate in his eyes. I knew then that one day this would come.”
The pleasure of it shivered through him like wine, iced and delicious. Oh, he hoped there had been pain and understanding, even only an instant of it. How he wished he could be sure.
Tate sank to her knees when he released her. “My parents.”
“Oh, safe enough, I imagine. Unless they were onboard. I have no reason at all to wish them ill. You’re terribly pale, Tate. Let me get you that brandy.”
She braced a hand on the rail, leveled herself up on her trembling legs. “Angelique cursed her jailers,” she managed. “She cursed those who had stolen from her, who persecuted her and cut off the life of her unborn child.”
Fighting to speak over her shuddering breaths, she watched his eyes in the glow of candlelight. “She’d have cursed you, VanDyke. If there’s any justice for her, and power left, the amulet will destroy you.”
There was a chill around his heart that was fear and deadly fascination. With the flickers of the distant fire behind her, grief and pain dark in her eyes, she looked powerful and potent.
Angelique would have looked so, he thought, and lifted the brandy to his suddenly icy lips. His eyes were almost dreamy on Tate’s. “I could kill you now.”
Tate gave a sobbing laugh. “Do you think it matters to me now? You’ve killed the man I love, destroyed the life we would have had together, the children we would have made. There’s nothing else you can do to me that matters.”
With the grief trapped inside her, Tate stepped forward. “You see, I know how she felt now, sitting in that cell waiting for morning, waiting to die. It was anticlimactic really, because her life had ended with Etienne’s. I don’t care if you kill me. I’ll die cursing you.”
“It’s time you went back to your cabin.” VanDyke lifted tensed fingers. The steward, his cheek neatly bandaged, stepped out of the shadows. “Take her back. Lock her in.”
“You’ll die slowly,” Tate called as she was led away. “Slowly enough to understand hell.”
She stumbled into her cabin and collapsed weeping onto the bed. When the tears were dry and her heart empty of them, she moved to a chair to watch the sea and waited to die.






 CHAPTER 27
S
HE SLEPT FITFULLY and dreamed.
The cell stank of sickness and fear. Dawn sneaked stealthily through the barred window, signaling death. The amulet was cold under her stiff fingers.
When they came for her, she rose regally. She would not disgrace her husband’s memory with cowardly tears and pleas for mercy that would never be granted.
He was there, of course. The count, the man who had condemned her for loving his own son. Hot greed, lust, an appetite for death gleamed in his eyes. He reached out, dragged the amulet over her head, slipped it over his own.
And she smiled, knowing she had killed him.
They bound her to the stake. Below, the crowds gathered to watch the witch burn. Eager eyes, vicious voices. Children were held up to afford them a better view of the event.
She was offered a chance to renounce, to pray for God’s mercy. But she remained silent. Even as the flames crackled beneath, bringing heat and dazing smoke, she spoke no word. And thought only one.
Etienne.
From fire to water, so cool and blue and soothing. She was free again, swimming deep with golden fish. There was such joy her eyes teared in sleep and she had drops slipping down her cheeks. Safe and free, with her lover waiting.
She watched him swim effortlessly through the water toward her, and her heart almost burst with happiness. She laughed, reached out for him, but couldn’t close the distance.
They broke the surface, feet apart, into air perfume sweet. The moon wheeled overhead, silver as an ingot. Stars were sparkling jewels displayed on velvet.
He climbed up the ladder of the Mermaid, turned and held out a hand for her.
The amulet was a spot of dark blood on his chest, as a wound drained from the heart.
Her fingers reached for his an instant before the world exploded.
Fire and water, blood and tears. Flames rained out of the sky and plunged into the sea until it boiled with heat.
Matthew.
His name circled her mind as she stirred in sleep. Lost in dreams and grief, she didn’t see the figure creeping silently toward her, or the glint of the knife in his hand as the moonlight struck the blade. She didn’t hear the whisper of his breath as he came close, leaning over the chair where she slept.
The hand clamped over her mouth shocked her awake. Tate struggled instinctively, her eyes going wide as she saw the silver gleam of the knife.
Even knowing it was futile, she fought, vising her fingers over the wrist before the blade could slash down.
“Be quiet.” The harsh whisper hissed next to her ear. “Goddamn it, Red, can’t you even let me rescue you without an argument?”
Her body jerked and froze. Matthew. It was a hope too painful to contemplate. But she could just make out the silhouette, smell the sea that clung to the wet suit and dripped from the dark hair.
“Quiet,” he repeated when her breath sobbed against his muffling palm. “No questions, no talking. Trust me.”
She had no words. If this were another dream, she would live in it. She clung to him as he led her out of the cabin, up the companionway. Shudders racked her like earth tremors, but when he signaled her to climb over the side, she did without question.
Clinging to the base of the ladder was Buck. Under that ingot moon, his face was white as bone. In silence, he hitched tanks over her shoulders. His hands trembled as hers did as he helped her with her mask. Beside them Matthew hooked on his own gear.
And they dived.
They stayed close to the surface to use the moonlight as a guide. A flashlight would mark a trail Matthew knew they couldn’t risk. He’d been afraid she’d be too frightened to handle the dive and the demanding swim, but she matched the pace he set stroke for stroke.
It was nearly four miles to where they had moved the New Adventure. There were squid and other night feeders, spots of color, blurs of movement in the shadowy sea. She never flagged.
He could have fallen in love with her for that alone, for the dogged way she swam, her hair and clothes floating around her, her eyes dark and determined behind her mask.
From time to time he checked his compass, corrected their course. It took more than thirty minutes of steady strokes to reach the boat.
Tate surfaced, fountaining water.
“Matthew, I thought you were dead. I saw the Mermaid explode and I knew you were on it.”
“Doesn’t look like it,” he said lightly, but supported them both gratefully as she held onto him. “Let’s get you on deck, Red, you’re shaking pretty bad, and your mom and dad are crazy with worry.”
“I thought you were dead,” she said again and sobbed as she crushed her mouth to his.
“I know, baby. I’m sorry. Buck, give me a hand with her.”
But Ray was already reaching over the side. His eyes, wet with relief, roamed over his daughter as he hauled up the tanks. “Tate, are you hurt. Are you all right?”
  
“I’m fine. I’m fine,” she said again as Marla reached down to take her hand. “Don’t cry.”
But she was crying herself when her mother embraced her. “We were so worried. That horrible man. That bastard. Oh, let me look at you.” Marla framed Tate’s face, nearly smiled before she saw the bruising. “He hurt you. I’m going to get you some ice, some hot tea. You sit down, honey, and let us take care of you.”
“I’m all right now.” But it felt wonderfully good to sink onto the bench. “The Mermaid—”
“It’s gone,” Ray said gently. “Don’t worry about that now. I want to take a good look at you, see if there’s any shock.”
“I’m not in shock.” She sent Buck a grateful smile when he wrapped a blanket over her shoulders. “I need to tell you. LaRue—”
“At your service, mademoiselle.” With a jaunty smile, he came out of the galley with a bottle of brandy.
“Sonofabitch.” Fatigue, fear and the fogginess of shock snapped clear. With a snarl she was on her feet and leaping. Matthew barely caught her before she could sink nails and teeth into LaRue’s face.
“Did I tell you?” LaRue shivered and drank the brandy himself, straight from the bottle. “She’d have clawed my eyes out if she’d had the chance.” He tapped his free hand on the medicated scratches scoring his cheek. “Another inch north and I would be wearing a patch, eh?”
“He’s working for VanDyke,” Tate spat out. “He’s been VanDyke’s worm all along.”
“Now she insults me. You give her the brandy,” he said, shoving it into Ray’s hand. “LaRue, she’d hit over the head with it.”
“I’d tie you to the stern and use you for chum.”
“We’ll talk about that later,” Matthew suggested. “Sit down, take a drink. LaRue isn’t working for VanDyke.”
“He only pays me,” LaRue said cheerfully.
“He’s a traitor, a spy. He blew up your boat, Matthew.”
“I blew up my boat,” Matthew corrected. “Drink.” He all but poured a shot of brandy down her throat.
  
She sputtered, and the heat hit her stomach like a fist. “What are you talking about?”
“If you’d sit and calm down, I’ll tell you.”
“You should have told her, and all of us, months ago,” Marla said testily as she bustled out with a steaming mug. “Here’s some soup, honey. Did you eat?”
“Did I—” In spite of everything, Tate began to laugh. It was only when she couldn’t seem to stop that she realized it was borderline hysteria. “I didn’t care much for the menu.”
“Why the hell’d you waltz off with him?” Matthew exploded. “A half a dozen people saw you get into his tender without a murmur.”
“Because he said he’d have one of his men kill you if I didn’t,” she shot back. “He had another right outside the boutique where Mom was.”
“Oh, Tate.” Shaken all over again, Marla sank to her knees beside her daughter.
“I didn’t have any choice,” she said, and between sips of hot chicken soup, did her best to fill them all in on the events that had taken place since VanDyke had found her.
“He wanted me outside,” she finished. “He even provided binoculars so I could watch the boat blow up. There was nothing I could do. I thought you were dead,” she murmured, looking up at Matthew. “And there was nothing I could do.”
“There was no way to tell you what was going on here.” Knowing no better way to soothe, Matthew sat beside her, took her hand. “I’m sorry you were worried.”
“Worried. Yes, I suppose I was a bit concerned when I thought pieces of you were floating on the Caribbean. And why did you blow up your boat?”
“So VanDyke would think pieces of me were floating on the Caribbean. He’s paying LaRue an extra quarter mill for it.”
“I will enjoy collecting.” LaRue’s cocky smile faded. “I apologize for not killing him for you when I found you on his boat. It was an unexpected turn of events. I didn’t yet know you were missing. When I returned to tell Matthew, he was already making plans to get you back.”
  
“You’ll excuse me if I’m confused,” Tate said coolly. “Have you or have you not been passing information about Matthew to VanDyke during this expedition?”
“Filtering information is more accurate. He knew only what Matthew and I chose for him to know.” Squatting on the deck, LaRue took the brandy bottle again. “I’ll tell you the beginning. VanDyke offered me money to keep watch on Matthew, to become his companion and to pass along any salient information. I am fond of money. I am fond of Matthew. It seemed to me there was a way to take the first and assist the second.”
“LaRue told me months ago about the deal.” Matthew picked up the story, and the bottle. “Of course LaRue had already been collecting for what, about a year, before he decided to let me in on the arrangement.”
With a flash of gold, LaRue grinned. “Who is counting, mon ami? When the time was necessary, I shared with you.”
“Yeah.” To settle the stomach that had just begun to jitter in reaction, Matthew drank from the bottle. “We figured we’d play along, split the profit.”
“Seventy-five, twenty-five, of course.”
“Yeah.” Matthew shot him a sour look. “Anyway, the extra cash came in handy, and it did me a lot of good knowing we were bleeding it out of VanDyke. When we decided to come back after the Isabella, we knew we’d have to up the ante. And if we played it right, we’d harpoon VanDyke at the same time.”
“You knew he was watching us?” Tate said dully.
“LaRue was doing the watching,” Matthew corrected. “All VanDyke knew was what we wanted him to know. When you found the amulet, LaRue and I agreed that it was time to reel him in with it. Only it got a little complicated when he reeled you in first.”
“You kept this from me, from all of us?”
“I didn’t know how you’d react, or even if you’d be interested in my personal agenda. Then things moved pretty fast. It seemed logical,” he decided with a lift of brow, “that the fewer people who were in on it, the better.”
  
“You know what, Lassiter?” She rose stiffly to her feet. “That hurts. I need dry clothes,” she murmured and stalked off to her cabin.
She’d no more than slammed the door when he was shoving it open again. One look at her face decided him. He flipped the lock.
“You put me through hell.” She slapped open her closet, yanked out a robe. “All because you didn’t trust me.”
“I was playing it by ear, Red. I couldn’t even trust myself. Look, it’s not the first mistake I’ve made where you’re concerned.”
“Hardly.” She fumbled to unbutton her wet shirt.
“And it won’t be the last. So why don’t we . . .” His words trailed off as she dragged off the shirt. There were purpling bruises on her arms and shoulders. When he spoke again, his voice was icily detached. “Did he put those marks on you?”
“Him and his ham-fisted henchman from hell.” Still simmering, she peeled off her slacks, shrugged into the robe. “I stabbed that Slavic robot with a hundred-dollar pen.”
He was staring at her face now, at the bruise along her cheekbone. “What?”
“I aimed for his eyes, but I guess I froze up. Put a damn good hole in his cheek. Scraped a few layers off LaRue, too. I suppose I should be sorry for that now. But I’m not. If you had told me—” She squeaked in painful surprise when Matthew lurched forward and wrapped her tight in his arms.
“Yell at me later. He put his hands on you.” Eyes fierce, he framed her face. “I swear to God he’ll never touch you again.” He laid his lips gently on her cheekbone. “Never again.”
Strapping on control, he stepped back again. “Okay, you can yell now.”
“You know damn well you’ve ruined that for me, Matthew.” She reached out, let herself be folded in his arms. “I was so scared. I kept telling myself I’d get away, then I thought you were dead. It just didn’t matter anymore.”
  
“It’s okay. It’s over now.” Lifting her, he carried her to the bed to cradle her. “When LaRue got back he told me how rough it was going on you. I never knew what it meant to be sick from fear until then.”
To comfort them both, he brushed kisses over her hair. “We were already working on springing you when LaRue came onboard. Buck and I would swim over, he’d handle the tanks and gear while I looked for you. I figure it might have worked, but LaRue made it easier.”
“How?”
“For one, he found out which cabin you were in before he left, and snagged one of the duplicate keys. In his defense,” Matthew added, “he was crazy at the thought that he had to leave you alone with that bastard.”
“I’ll try to keep that in mind.” She heaved a long sigh. “You had a key. And here I was imagining you swinging onboard like a privateer. Kicking in doors with a knife between your teeth.”
“Maybe next time.”
“Nope, I’ve had enough excitement for the next fifty or sixty years.”
“That’s fine with me.” He took a breath. “So, I laid everything out to Buck, then to Ray and Marla. The best I could think of was to use VanDyke’s plan to burn the boat to our advantage. If we hadn’t given him a show, he might have taken off, or done something to you.” Eyes closed, he pressed his lips to her hair. “I couldn’t risk it.”
“Your beautiful boat.”
“Hell of a distraction, and a foolproof way of making him believe everything was going his way. He’d see it go up, figure everything was going according to plan. I had to hope he’d relax enough thinking I was dead so that I could get on the yacht and get you off without risking a fight.”
He’d have loved a fight, he thought. He’d craved one. But not with her in the middle.
“Now we—” She stopped, jerked her head up. “Buck. It just hit me. He went in.”
“It was tough on him. I wasn’t sure he was going to make it. When LaRue got back, I thought about him going with me, but I wasn’t sure I could keep you quiet if you spotted him. And Ray, well, he and Marla needed to stick together. That left Buck. He did it for you.”
“Looks like I’ve got a whole basket of heroes.” She touched her lips to his. “Thanks for scaling the castle wall, Lassiter.” With a sigh, she settled her head on his shoulder again. “He’s not sane, Matthew. It’s not just obsession or greed. He slips in and out of sanity like a shadow. He’s only partially the man I met eight years ago, and it’s terrifying to watch.”
“You won’t have to watch again.”
“He won’t stop. When he finds out you weren’t blown up with the boat, he’ll keep coming after you.”
“I’m counting on it. It’ll be over this time tomorrow.”
“You still mean to kill him.” Chilled, she shifted away, moved out of his arms. “I understand something of what you feel now. I would have killed him myself if I’d had the means when I thought you were dead. When I knew he was responsible for taking you from me. I could have done it then, in the heat of all that grief.”
Taking a steadying breath, she turned back to him. “I don’t think I could do it now, when the blood’s cooled. But I know why you feel you have to.”
He looked at her for a long time. Her eyes were swollen from weeping, even in her sleep. Her skin was still pale so that the mark on her cheek stood out like a brand. She had, he knew, forgiven him any mistake he’d made.
“I’m not going to kill him, Tate. I could,” he continued almost thoughtfully as she stared at him. “For my father, for the helpless kid who stood there doing nothing. For taking you, for touching you, for every bruise, every second you were afraid, I could cut out his heart without a flinch. Do you understand that?”
“I—”
“No.” His smile was thin as he rose to face her. “You don’t understand that I could kill him coldly, the way I’ve planned it for years. All those years I stared at the ceiling over my bunk on that fucking boat, with nothing to hold me together but the idea that one day I’d have his blood on my hands. I even used his money, setting what I could aside so I’d have enough to finish the boat, to buy equipment, to tide me over. Because I was going to find that amulet if it took a lifetime.”
“Then my father speeded things up.”
“Yeah. I could practically see ‘X’ marking the spot. I knew I’d have it, and him. Then you . . .” He reached out to touch her face. “Then you tipped the scales. You can’t imagine how shocked I was to realize I was still in love with you. To know that the only thing inside me that had changed where you were concerned was that there was more.”
“Yes, I can,” she said quietly. “I can imagine that perfectly.”
“Maybe you can.” He took her hand, brought it to his lips. “I wasn’t going to let that stop me though. I couldn’t let it stop what had started sixteen years ago. Even when you put the amulet in my hand, I wasn’t going to let it stop me. I told myself you loved me, you’d understand and come to accept what I had to do. You’d try to understand, but you’d have to live with it.”
Watching her face, he linked his fingers with hers. “If I killed him, he’d always be between us. I realized that more than anything else, I want a life with you. The rest just doesn’t come close.”
“I love you so much.”
“I know. I want to keep it that way. You can call the Smithsonian, or one of your committees.”
“You’re sure?” she began.
“I’m sure it’s what’s best for us. What’s right for us. The amulet’s going into a vault for safekeeping until we get that museum off the ground. Make sure whoever you call hits the media hard. I want it to be worldwide news.”
“A publicity safety net.”
“It’ll be tough for him to get around it. Meanwhile, I’m going to arrange to meet him.”
Panic grabbed her by the throat. “You can’t. God, Matthew, he’s already tried to have you killed.”
“It has to be done. This time it’ll be VanDyke who’ll have to back down and sail away. A dozen news agencies will be sending reporters out here. The scientific world will be buzzing with the discovery. He’ll know the amulet is out of his reach. There’ll be nothing he can do.”
“It sounds reasonable, Matthew. But he’s not a reasonable man. I wasn’t exaggerating before. He’s not completely sane.”
“He’s sane enough not to risk his reputation, his position.”
She wished she could be so sure of that. “He kidnapped me. We can have him arrested.”
“How are you going to prove it? Too many people saw you go with him, without a struggle. The only way to end it is to face him, to make him see he’s lost.”
“And if he doesn’t see, doesn’t accept?”
“I’ll make him.” He smiled again. “When are you going to trust me, Red?”
“I do. Promise me you won’t meet him alone.”
“Do I look stupid? I said I wanted a life with you. He’s going to be meeting me, along with a couple of my pals, in the hotel lobby. We’ll have drinks, a nice quiet chat.”
She gave a quick shudder. “That sounds too much like him.”
“Whatever it takes.” He kissed her brow. “After tomorrow, we’re finished with him.”
“And then?”
“And then I guess we’re going to be pretty busy for a while, putting this museum together. There’s a piece of land at Cades Bay that ought to do.”
“Land? How do you know?”
“I checked it out the other day.” His eyes heated again as he stroked her bruised cheek. “If I hadn’t gone off to hunt up a realtor, VanDyke would never have gotten near you.”
“Hold on. You found a realtor and went out to look at land without telling me?”
Sensing trouble, he shifted back. “It’s not like you’re committed to it. I just put a deposit on it to hold it for thirty days. I thought it would be like a wedding present.”
“You thought you would buy the land for the museum as a wedding present?”
Irritated, he jammed his hands in his pockets. “You don’t have to take it. It was just an impulse so—” She moved so fast he didn’t have time to yank his hands free and brace himself before she tumbled him onto the bed. “Hey.”
“I love you.” Straddling him, she rained kisses over his face. “No, I adore you.”
“That’s good.” Pleased, if baffled, he pried his hands loose and cupped them comfortably over her hips. “I thought you were mad.”
“I’m mad about you, Lassiter.” Bracing his hands on either side of his head she lowered to cover his mouth with hers in a deep, dreamy kiss that turned his brain to mush. “You did this for me,” she murmured. “You don’t even care about a museum.”
“I don’t have anything against it.” His hands slipped under her robe to flesh as her mouth jolted his system. “In fact, I’m starting to like the idea. More and more.”
She skimmed her lips over his jaw and down his throat. “I’m going to make you so happy.”
He let out a shaky breath as she peeled his T-shirt over his head. “You’re doing a good job so far.”
“I can do better.” She leaned back, her eyes on his, and slowly unbelted the robe. “Just watch me.”
She was his oldest and most vivid fantasy, rising over him, slim and agile. Flame-colored hair, milky skin, eyes that echoed the sea. She was his to touch wherever he desired. His to hold when his heart thundered. His to watch as passion shimmered over her.
It was so quiet, so peaceful, so easy to join body and heart with hers. They might have been in that long-ago underwater dream, weightless, anchored only to each other. Every sense, every cell, every thought was tied to her, and only her.
He belonged, finally and completely.






 CHAPTER 28
T
ATE ROSE EARLY, and leaving Matthew sleeping, slipped from the cabin. She needed to think. The idea of a solitary cup of coffee in the galley seemed the best way to start.
Trusting Matthew was one thing, but letting him handle VanDyke on his own was another.
When she walked into the galley she found her mother already at the stove with the radio playing Bob Marley at low volume.
“I didn’t think anyone was up.” Following the scent, Tate walked to the coffeepot and poured.
“I had an urge to bake bread. Kneading helps me think.” Marla vigorously massaged the dough on her floured board. “And I thought I’d cook everyone a full breakfast. Eggs, bacon, sausage, biscuits. Cholesterol be damned.”
“You cook like that during emotional upheavals.” Concerned, Tate studied her mother over the rim of her mug. However carefully Marla had made up her face, Tate spotted the signs of a disturbed night. “I’m okay, Mom.”
“I know.” Marla bit her lip, surprised tears were threatening again. Like most mothers facing a crisis, she hadn’t broken down until Tate had been safe. Then she’d crumbled. “I know everything’s all right. But when I think of those hours that vile, unprincipled—” Rather than give in to tears, she punctuated each word with a sharp punch to the dough. “Evil, conniving, murdering jackal had you I want to peel his skin away from his bones with a paring knife.”
“Whoa.” Impressed, Tate rubbed her mother’s shoulder. “Great image. You’re a scary woman, Marla Beaumont. That’s why I love you.”
“Nobody messes with my baby.” She let out a long breath, grateful there was no betraying hitch in it. The kneading and the venting had worked wonders. “Your father talked about drawing and quartering and keelhauling.”
“Dad?” Tate set her mug down and chuckled. “Good old mild-mannered Ray?”
“I wasn’t sure Matthew was going to be able to convince him to stay aboard when they went after you. They fought about it.”
That brought her up short. “Fought? Dad and Matthew?” Tate decided she needed more coffee after all.
“Well, they didn’t come to blows, though it was close there for a minute or two.”
It took a conscious effort to close her mouth at the image of her father and her lover squaring off on the foredeck. “You’re joking.”
“Buck got between them until they’d both cooled off,” Marla remembered. “I was afraid Ray would pop him instead.”
“Come on, Dad’s never hit anyone in his life.” She lowered her mug again. “Has he?”
“Not in the last few decades. Tempers were a bit heightened.” Marla’s eyes softened as she brushed at her daughter’s tumbled hair. “You’ve got two men who love you sick with worry. And Matthew busy blaming himself.”
“He always does that,” Tate muttered.
“It’s his nature to believe he has to protect his woman. Don’t knock it,” Marla added with a chuckle at Tate’s derisive snort. “No matter how strong and self-reliant, a woman who has a man who loves her enough that he would literally give his life for hers is very lucky.”
“Yes.” Equality and common sense aside, she couldn’t help but smile over it. Damned if she didn’t have a white knight after all.
“If I could choose someone for you to spend your life with, it would be Matthew. Even eight years ago when you were both so young, too young, I knew you’d be safe with him.”
Intrigued now, Tate leaned a hip on the counter. “I’d have thought the reckless, go-to-hell, adventurous type would have been every mother’s nightmare.”
“Not when there’s solid ground beneath.” Marla put the dough in a bowl to rise, covered it with a cloth. Finding her hands empty again, she looked around the already spotless galley. “I guess I’ll start breakfast.”
“I’ll give you a hand.” Tate pulled a pack of sausage from the fridge. “That way the guys’ll have to clean up.”
“Good thinking.”
“Well, I wouldn’t have time anyway. After we eat, I’ve got a lot of calls to make. The university, the Cousteau Society, National Geographic—maybe a dozen others.” Glad for the busywork, Tate chose a skillet. “Matthew told you of his plan to make the discovery public before he confronts VanDyke?”
“Yes, we talked about it after you’d fallen asleep last night.”
“I wish I thought it was enough,” Tate murmured. “I wish I thought it would ensure that VanDyke would just go away and stay away.”
“The man should be in prison.”
“I agree, completely. But knowing the things he’s done and proving them are different matters.” As dissatisfied as her mother, Tate set the skillet on a burner to heat. “We have to accept that and move on. He’ll never pay for what he did to Matthew, to all of us. But we’ll have the pleasure of seeing to it that he’ll never have the necklace either.”
“Still, what might he do to pay you back for that?”
Tate lifted a shoulder as she set sausage to grilling. “The necklace will be out of his reach, and I’ll have to make sure I am, too. Along with my white knight.”
Absently, Marla reached into a bin and selected potatoes for home fries. “Tate, I’ve been thinking. I had an idea—I know it’s probably full of flaws, but . . .”
“An idea about what?”
“About VanDyke,” Marla said, gritting her teeth over the name as she scrubbed potatoes.
“Does it involve a paring knife?”
“No.” There was a giggle at that, followed by a self-deprecating shrug. “Oh, it’s probably stupid.”
“Why don’t you tell me about it?” Tate flipped the browning meat with a spatula. “You never know.”
“Well, I was just thinking . . .”
Ten minutes later, with sausage sizzling in the pan, Tate shook her head.
“It’s so simple.”
Marla sighed and poked at her frying potatoes. “It’s a silly idea. I don’t know what made me think of it, or that it could work.”
“Mom.” Tate took her mother’s shoulders, turned her around. “It’s brilliant.”
Taken off guard, Marla blinked. “It is?”
“Absolutely. Simple and brilliant. Keep cooking,” she said, adding a cheerful kiss. “I’m going to wake everybody up so they can see I come by my genius naturally.”
With a sound of pleased surprise, Marla went back to her home fries. “Brilliant,” she said to herself and gave her back a congratulatory pat.
 
“This may work.” LaRue took another scan of the spacious hotel lobby. “But you’re sure, Matthew, you wouldn’t like to go back to your early idea of cutting VanDyke into small pieces and feeding him to the fish?”
“It’s not about what I’d like.” Matthew stood out of view in the cozy library off the main lobby. “Besides, it’d probably kill the fish.”
“True.” LaRue sighed deeply. “It is the first sacrifice of the married man, mon jeune ami. The giving up of what he likes. A variety of women, the occasional drunken brawl, eating at the sink in underwear. Those days are over for you, young Matthew.”
“I’ll live with it.”
  
Gingerly, LaRue touched his wounded cheek, and was able to smile. “She is, I believe, worth even such wrenching sacrifices.”
“Maybe not eating in my underwear, but we’ll work out a compromise. Everything set from your viewpoint?”
“All’s well.” LaRue scanned the capacious lobby with its generous sitting areas, lush foliage and wide windows. “The weather is so fine there is little traffic inside. And the timing, of course,” he added. “We’re late for lunch, early for the cocktail hour. Our man is prompt as a rule. He’ll be here in ten minutes.”
“Sit down and order a drink. We don’t want him choosing the table.”
LaRue straightened his shoulders, brushed at his hair. “How do I look, eh?”
“Gorgeous.”
“Bien sûr.” Satisfied, LaRue moved off. He took a table by the patio window, across from a deeply cushioned sofa. He glanced toward a breakfront that held a variety of board games to amuse guests on rainy days, then took out his tobacco pouch.
He was enjoying the last of his cigarette with a frothy mai tai and a chapter of Hemingway when VanDyke walked in, tailed by his stoic steward.
“Ah, prompt, as expected.” He toasted VanDyke, sneered at the steward. “I see you feel the need for protection, even from a loyal associate.”
“For precaution.” With a wave of the hand, VanDyke gestured his man toward the sofa. “You feel the need for the protection of a public place for our business meeting?”
“For precaution,” LaRue countered, meticulously marking his page in his book before setting it aside. “How fares your guest?” he asked casually. “Her parents are terrified for her safety.”
VanDyke folded his hands, felt them relax. He had been fighting off a rage all morning after Tate’s disappearance had been discovered. Obviously, he thought, she never made it back to the bosom of her family. Drowned, he supposed and glanced up at the waitress. A pity.
“A champagne cocktail. My guest is no concern of yours,” he added to LaRue. “I’d prefer to get straight to our business.”
“I’m in no hurry.” Demonstrating, LaRue tilted back in his chair. “Were you able to see the fireworks I displayed for you last night?”
“Yes.” Fussily, VanDyke flicked a speck of lint from his starched cuffs. “I assume there were no survivors.”
LaRue’s smile was thin and cool. “You didn’t pay me for survivors, eh?”
“No.” VanDyke let out a long, almost reverent breath. “Matthew Lassiter is dead. You’ve earned your money, LaRue.” He broke off and gifted the waitress with his most charming smile as she served his drink.
“Your orders were to destroy his boat, along with him and his uncle, and your price, I believe, was two hundred and fifty thousand.”
“A bargain, to be sure,” LaRue murmured.
“Your payment will be transferred to your account before the close of the business day. Do you think he died instantly?” VanDyke said dreamily, “or do you think he felt the blast?”
LaRue contemplated his drink. “If you had wanted him to suffer, you should have made it clear in the contract. For a slightly larger fee, it could have been arranged.”
“It hardly matters. I can assume he suffered. And the Beaumonts?”
“Eaten with grief, of course. Matthew was like a son to them, and Buck a dear friend. Ils sont désolé. For myself I pretend guilt and misery. If I had not chosen to take the launch to Saint Kitts for a bit of nightlife . . .” He touched his heart, shook his head. “They reassure me, tell me there was nothing I could have done.”
“Such generous spirits.” VanDyke pitied them for their open hearts. “An attractive couple,” he mused. “The woman in particular is quite lovely.”
“Ah.” LaRue kissed his fingers. “A true blossom of the south.”
“Still . . .” Contemplating, VanDyke sipped his drink. “I wonder if an accident on their voyage home might not be best.”
  
Surprised, LaRue sloshed his mai tai. “You want the Beaumonts eliminated?”
“Clean slate,” VanDyke murmured. They had touched the necklace, he thought. His necklace. It was reason enough for them to die. “Smaller prey, however. I’ll pay you fifty thousand apiece to take care of them.”
“A hundred thousand for a double murder. Oh, mon ami, you are stingy.”
“I can handle it myself for nothing,” VanDyke pointed out. “A hundred thousand to spare me the trouble of making other arrangements. I’d prefer that you wait a week, perhaps two.” To give me time, he mused, to plan your disposal as well. “Now, with that settled, where is the amulet?”
“Oh, it’s safe.”
The easy smile faded, hardened to stone. “You were to bring it.”
“Mais non, money first.”
“I’ve transferred your asking price for the amulet, as agreed.”
“All of the money.”
VanDyke bit back on fury. It was the last time, he promised himself, that the little Canadian bastard would bleed him. In his mind murder flashed, the kind of murder that wasn’t neat, wasn’t practical. And wasn’t handled by someone else.
“I told you you’d have the money by the end of the business day.”
“Then you’ll have your treasure when the payment clears.”
“Damn you, LaRue.” With temper flushed on his cheeks, he pushed back from the table, nearly sent his chair toppling before he caught himself. Business, he repeated in his head like a chant. It’s only business. “I’ll arrange it immediately.”
LaRue took the unexpected bonus philosophically. “As you wish. Through that alcove you will find a phone.” Chuckling to himself, he watched VanDyke stride off. “Another quarter million,” he murmured into his drink, while his gaze roamed idly around the lobby, paused very briefly on the opening to the library. “That’s very sweet.”
Feeling generous, he decided to up Matthew’s share to fifty percent, as a wedding present. It seemed, after all, only just.
“It’s done,” VanDyke snapped when he returned a few minutes later. “The money is being transferred immediately.”
“As always, it’s a pleasure to do business with you. When I’ve finished my drink, I’ll make my own call, see that the transfer is complete.”
VanDyke’s knuckles were white against the table. “I want the amulet. I want my property.”
“Only a few minutes longer,” LaRue assured him. “I have something to amuse you until then.” From the pocket of his shirt, LaRue took a sheet of drawing paper. He unfolded it and laid it on the table.
The sketch was meticulously detailed, each link of the chain, each stone, even the tiny letters of the engraving.
The flush died from VanDyke’s face until it was as white as his knuckles. “It’s magnificent.”
“Tate is quite skilled. She captured the elegance of it, eh?”
“The power,” VanDyke whispered as he skimmed his fingers over the sketch. He could all but feel the texture of the stones. “Even in a drawing you can see it. Feel it. For almost twenty years I’ve searched for this.”
“And killed for it.”
“Lives are nothing compared to this.” Saliva pooled in his mouth and the champagne was forgotten. “No one who’s coveted it understood what it means. What it can do. It took me years to realize it myself.”
LaRue’s eyes glinted at the opening. “Not even James Lassiter knew?”
“He was a fool. He thought only of its monetary value, and of the glory he would reap if he could find it. He thought he could outwit me.”
“Instead, you killed him.”
“It was so simple. He trusted his son to check the gear. Oh, and the boy was careful, efficient, even suspicious of me. But just a boy for all that. It was ridiculously easy to sabotage the tanks, a matter of negating a contract.”
Resisting the urge to glance toward the library, LaRue kept his eyes on VanDyke’s face. “He must have known. Lassiter was an experienced diver, eh? When he began to feel the effects of the excess nitrogen, he would have surfaced.”
“I had only to restrain him for a short time. There was no violence in it, none at all. I’m not a violent man. He was confused, even happy. Once the raptures had over-taken him, it was only a matter of enjoyment. He smiled when I took the mouthpiece away. He drowned in ecstasy—my gift to him.”
VanDyke’s breath quickened as he stared at the sketch of the necklace, as he steeped himself in it. “But I didn’t know then, couldn’t be sure then, he died with knowledge.”
As he came out of his own spell, VanDyke reached for his drink. The memory had tripped his heartbeat pleasantly. And the realization that what he had done all those years before hadn’t been a mistake after all. Only one of many steps to this point.
“All these years the Lassiters have kept what is mine from me. Now all of them are dead, and the amulet will come home to me.”
“I think you’re mistaken,” LaRue murmured. “Matthew, will you join us for a drink?”
As VanDyke gaped in shock, Matthew dropped into a chair. “I could use a beer. Hell of a piece, isn’t it?” he commented and lifted the sketch just as VanDyke lurched to his feet.
“I saw your boat go up in flames.”
“Planted the charge myself.” He glanced toward the steward, who had lunged to attention. “You might want to call off your dog, VanDyke. A classy place like this frowns on brawls.”
“I’ll kill you myself for this.” To keep from scrambling across the table, VanDyke gripped it until the bones in his fingers ached. “You’re a dead man, LaRue.”
“No, I’m a rich man, thanks to you. Mademoiselle.” LaRue smiled at the waitress, who’d hurried up and stared with anxious eyes. “My companion is a bit overwrought. If you would be so kind as to bring us another round, and a Corona, with lime, for my friend.”
“Do you think you can walk away from this?” Shaking with fury, VanDyke snarled at his bodyguard until the man sat silently on the sofa again. “Do you think you can cheat me, amuse yourselves at my expense, take what belongs to me by blood right? I can crush you.”
He couldn’t quite get his breath, could see nothing but Matthew’s cold and calm eyes. James Lassiter’s eyes.
The dead came back.
“Everything you have can be mine within a week. I’ve only to whisper the right words in the right ears. And after I have, after you’ve lost everything you own, I’ll have you hunted down, slaughtered like animals.”
“This is as close as you’ll ever get to Angelique’s Curse.” Matthew folded the sketch, slipped it into his pocket. “And you’ll never touch me or mine.”
“I should have killed you when I killed your father.”
“Your mistake.” Matthew could see the boy he had been, sick and trembling with grief, with rage, with helplessness. Now, it seemed the boy was dead as well. “I’m going to make you a proposition, VanDyke.”
“A proposition?” He all but spat it as his head threatened to explode. “You think I would do business with you?”
“I think you will. Come on out, Buck.”
Red-faced from crouching in a jungle of decorative palms beside the breakfront, Buck puffed his way into the clear. “I tell you, Matthew, them Japanese are geniuses.” He grinned at the palm-sized video recorder he held, then flipped out the tiny tape. “I mean to tell you, the clarity’s crystal, and the sound? I could almost hear the ice melting in that sissy drink of LaRue’s.”
“I really prefer my brand.” Stripping a huge, floppy brimmed hat from her head, Marla strolled to the table. “The zoom is superior. All the way across the lobby, and I could count the pores in his skin.” She too ejected the tape. “I don’t think we missed anything, Matthew.”
“Technology.” Matthew bounced the minicassette in his hand. “It’s amazing. On these little tapes we have video and sound recording, from two angles, of you confessing to racketeering. You know what racketeering is, don’t you, VanDyke? That’s when you pay somebody to do the crime.”
He smiled thinly as he palmed the tapes. “I guess they’d get you for conspiracy to murder along with it.” He considered. “That would be two counts. Then there’s murder, that would be the first-degree murder of James Lassiter. Last I heard there was no statute of limitations on murder. Nobody forgets,” he added quietly.
He handed the cassettes to LaRue. “Thanks, partner.”
“My pleasure, I assure you.” Gold flashed in his grin. “My very rich pleasure.”
Matthew looked at his uncle. “Buck, you and LaRue go take care of these.”
“On our way.” Buck paused, looked back at VanDyke. “I thought the necklace was evil. I figured it had done in James, and that it hounded me and the boy here all our lives. But it was just you. Now we’ve done in you, VanDyke, and I gotta figure James is having a good laugh over it.”
“No one will take you or your tapes seriously.” VanDyke blotted his mouth with a handkerchief and sent a subtle signal to his steward.
“I think they will. Hold on a minute.” Wanting the entertainment, Matthew swiveled in his chair. He was in time to see LaRue bend down as if to tie his shoe. He came up like a bullet, directly between the legs of the bodyguard.
Two hundred and sixty-eight pounds of muscle bounced off the glossy floor, with barely a whimper, then curled up like a boiled shrimp.
“That was for Tate,” LaRue told him, then fluttered his hands helplessly as several staff members rushed over. “He just fell over,” LaRue began. “A heart attack perhaps. Someone should call a doctor.”
“You always underestimated the Canuk.” Matthew swiveled back. “Thanks,” Matthew added as the now visibly nervous waitress brought the drinks. “Marla, looks like you’ve got a mai tai.”
“Why, I’d love one, honey.” She settled at the table, smoothed the full skirt of her sundress, then aimed her frosty Southern gaze on VanDyke. “I really want you to know this was my idea. The rough idea,” she temporized. “It had to be refined a bit. You’re very pale, Mr. VanDyke. You may want some cheese, a quick protein lift.”
“Isn’t she terrific?” Madly in love, Matthew snatched Marla’s hand and kissed it lavishly. “Now, business. There are going to be copies of those tapes in various safe-deposit boxes, vaults, law firms around the world. With the classic instructions—you know the drill—if anything should happen to me, et cetera. Me includes myself, my gorgeous future mother-in-law.”
“Oh, Matthew.”
“Ray,” Matthew continued after winking at her. “Buck, LaRue, and of course, Tate. Oh, and speaking of Tate.”
Matthew’s hand flashed out like a snake, snagged the meticulous Windsor knot of VanDyke’s silk tie. With his eyes bullet hot, he twisted it like a noose.
“If you ever go near her again, if you ever have one of your walking dead put a finger on her, I will kill you—after I’ve broken every bone in your body, and peeled your skin with one of Marla’s paring knives.”
“Tate wasn’t supposed to tell you about that.” Flushing, Marla sucked mai tai through her straw.
“I think we understand each other.” Finished, if far from satisfied, Matthew loosened his grip.
“How nice. You’re still here.” Tate strolled into the lobby. Despite the bruise, her face was glowing. “Hello, lover.” Almost singing it, she bent to kiss Matthew’s cheek. “We’re a bit late,” she went on. “The plane was delayed. I’d like you to meet my friends and colleagues, Dr. Hayden Deel and Dr. Lorraine Ross.” She beamed at both of them. “Also known as the new Mr. and Mrs. Deel. Dad.” Tate put a restraining hand on her father’s arm when she saw him bare his teeth at VanDyke. “Behave.”
  
“Nice to meet you.” Matthew rose and effectively blocked VanDyke in. “Did you have a good trip?”
“Enjoyed every minute of it,” Lorraine told him. “Jet lag included.”
Tate slipped off her sunglasses. “It’s very exciting. The captain of the Nomad married them just a few days ago.”
“We’re going to combine a honeymoon here with business.” Hayden kept an arm around Lorraine’s shoulder as if she might disappear without the contact. “When we got Tate’s message we were concerned enough to make the trip immediately.”
“It was great to be able to surprise them at the airport. When I called the university this morning to start the ball rolling on announcing the discovery of the wreck, they told me Hayden and Lorraine were already on their way.”
“Gives us a chance to beat out the others.” Lorraine leaned against Hayden’s arm and struggled not to yawn. “Nevis will be lousy with scientists and reporters in a couple of days. We’re anxious to examine the relics from the Isabella before it gets crowded.”
“That’s the plan.” Tate smiled sourly at VanDyke. “I don’t believe you’ve met my associates face-to-face, VanDyke, but you certainly know them by reputation. Oh, and wasn’t that your servant I saw being loaded into an ambulance outside? He looked terribly pale.”
White with a choking, smothering fury, VanDyke rose. “This doesn’t end here.”
“I agree.” In restraint and unity, Tate laid a hand on Matthew’s shoulder. “It’s just a beginning. Several very important institutes are sending representatives to observe the rest of our operation, and to examine the artifacts. Of particular interest is a certain amulet known as Angelique’s Curse. The Smithsonian Magazine is going to do an extensive article on its history, its discovery and its lore. The National Geographic is considering a documentary.”
As all the pieces fell neatly into place, she smiled. “It’s very much on record now where the amulet was found, by whom, and to whom it belongs. Checkmate, VanDyke.”
“Want a beer, Red?”
  
“Yeah.” She squeezed Matthew’s shoulder. “Love one.”
“Take the rest of mine. I don’t think the waitress will be coming back. I think that pretty much concludes our business, VanDyke. Anything else comes to mind, get in touch. Through our lawyer. What was that name again, Red?”
“Winston, Terrance and Blythe, Washington, D.C. You might have heard of them. I believe they’re one of the top firms on the East Coast. Oh, and darling, the American consul was very enthusiastic when I spoke with him a couple of hours ago. He’d like to visit the site himself.”
God, Matthew thought, she was something. “We’ll have to accommodate him. Now if you’ll excuse us, VanDyke, we have a lot of plans to make.”
VanDyke scanned the faces surrounding him. He saw triumph, confusion, challenge. He could meet none of them here, alone. With the sour taste of failure burning his throat, he turned stiffly and left.
He still had control.
“Kiss me,” Tate demanded and dragged Matthew hard against her. “And make it good.”
“Ah . . .” Hayden fiddled with his glasses. “Would someone tell me what’s going on?”
“It feels like we walked in on the last act,” Lorraine agreed. “Was that Silas VanDyke, entrepreneur, benefactor and friend to marine scientists?”
“That was Silas VanDyke.” Tate gave Matthew a violent squeeze. “Loser. I’m crazy about you, Lassiter. Let’s find that waitress and bring the newlyweds up to date.”






 CHAPTER 29
“I
T’S A STORY with everything,” Lorraine mused.
On the deck of the gently rocking boat she studied the stars and the lovely silver moon. It was past midnight, the explanations, exclamations, victory dinner and celebratory toasts were over.
She’d left her new husband poring over treasures with the others and had slipped away for a quiet moment with her former shipmate.
“The ending’s the best part.” Content to play truant, Tate lingered over the last glass of the last bottle of champagne.
“I don’t know. You’ve got murder, greed, lust, sacrifice, passion, sex—”
“Okay, maybe the sex is the best part.”
With a chuckle, Lorraine tried to squeeze a few more drops from the bottle standing between their chairs. “I left out witchcraft. Do you think Angelique Maunoir was really a witch?”
“This from a scientist.” But Tate sighed. “I think she was strong and powerful, and that love can work magic of all sorts.”
“Maybe you should worry about owning that amulet, gorgeous as it is.”
  
“I like to think she would have approved of who found it, and what we intend to do with it. We’ll be able to tell her story. And speaking of stories . . .” Generously, Tate poured half her glass of wine into Lorraine’s. “What about yours and Hayden’s?”
“It’s not as legendary, but I like it.” Pursing her lips, Lorraine held up her hand to study her wedding ring. There was just enough starlight to make it glint. “I hooked him on the rebound.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“Well, maybe it’s not quite like that. You know, when you and I were working together, I never really understood you. There was Hayden, watching your every move with those wonderful cow eyes, and you never blinked. Of course now, meeting Matthew, it all comes clear.” She gave a dreamy little sigh.
“I hope you won’t take this the wrong way, but I was thrilled when you were called away from the Nomad. Lorraine, I told myself, the coast just cleared.” Gesturing with her glass, she nearly sloshed out champagne. “Get to work.”
“You worked fast.”
“I just love him. I swear, Tate, he made me feel like a clumsy puppy begging for scraps the whole time we were working together. I’d always been in control with men, you know? With Hayden, all bets were off. I finally had to swallow any semblance of pride. I cornered him in the lab one night when he was working late, and seduced him.”
“In the lab?”
“You bet. Actually, I’d made a few moves before, just to get his attention. I told him I loved him, that I was going to dog his heels wherever he went.
“He studied me very seriously before he said that it seemed best if we got married.”
“He said that?”
“Exactly that.” Lorraine sighed over the romance of it. “And then he smiled. And then I cried like a baby.” Lorraine sniffled and tossed back the rest of her champagne. “If I’m not careful, I’ll cry again.”
  
“Don’t, you’ll set me off. I guess we both got lucky.”
“It’s taken me practically my whole life to get lucky. Shit.” With a shrug she slurped more champagne. “I’m just drunk enough to admit it. Forty-three years. I’m a goddamn middle-aged marine chemist who’s really in love for the first time. Damn it, I am going to cry.”
“Okay.” Tate sniffled. “Are you up to playing matron of honor in a couple of days?”
“Yeah.” Lorraine blubbered sentimentally into her empty glass. She looked up with a watery smile and misty eyes as Hayden and Matthew came on deck.
“What’s going on out here?” Hayden asked.
“We’re drunk and happy,” Lorraine told him. “And in love.”
“That’s nice.” Hayden patted her on the head. “You be sure to mix yourself up something to fix the hangover you’re going to have in the morning. We’ve got a busy day ahead.”
“He’s so . . .” Lorraine rose, rocked and draped herself over him. “Organized. Turns me to mush.”
“Lorraine, there are important people flying in from all over the world in the next day or two. We have to prepare.” When she only continued to beam at him, Hayden glanced at Matthew. “Can I impose on you for a lift back to Nevis? I think Lorraine needs to lie down.”
“Buck and LaRue’ll help you pour her into the tender, run you back.” He held out a hand. “It’s good to have you on our team.”
When the tender skimmed back toward the island, Tate leaned against Matthew. “They look wonderful together.”
“I guess I can see why you kept tossing his name in my face. He catches on fast and he focuses in on what’s most important.”
Resting her head on Matthew’s shoulder, she watched the tender’s light grow smaller. “He’s the best in the field, and his name carries a lot of weight. Lorraine’s not small potatoes either. Having the two of them onboard cloaks the whole operation with efficiency and respect, and scientific purpose.” She let out a satisfied breath. “And the more influential people who know about the Isabella and the amulet, the more impossible it is for VanDyke to interfere in any way.”
“Let’s not lower our guard just yet. We’re a lot better moored here, off island, miles from the site.”
“VanDyke’s skulking off with his tail between his legs. He can call out every politician, every institute and official in his pocket. It won’t change things now.” Turning, she wrapped her arms around him. “I know you’d rather have handled things differently, but this is the best way for us.”
“Doing it this way was more satisfying than I thought. We win, he loses. All the way around.” He reached in his pocket, took out the amulet. “It’s really yours now.”
“Ours.”
“Rules of salvage,” he murmured and slipped it around her neck. “I think when he had it made for her, he chose a ruby as the heart, for passion. The diamonds around it for endurance. The gold for strength.” Gently, he kissed her brows, her cheek, her lips. “Love needs all those things.”
“Matthew.” She closed her hand around the stone. “That’s lovely.”
“I thought you might want to wear it for the wedding.”
“I would, yes, if I didn’t have something else I treasure even more. It’s a little gold locket with a pearl.”
Absurdly touched, he ran a finger down her cheek. He had to clear his throat before he could trust his voice. “You kept that?”
“I tried to throw it away a dozen times, and never could. Nothing I’ve ever brought up from the sea was more precious to me. Not even this.”
“We’re going to make it work.” He kissed her lightly. “You’re my luck, Red. Why don’t we go in? Hayden’s right about that long day coming up.”
“I’ll be right along. I want to go over my records, make sure everything’s perfect. Shouldn’t take more than a half hour.”
“You’re going to be practical when I was planning on driving you crazy?”
“Make that twenty minutes.” She laughed and gave him a nudge. “I really need to be sure all my documents are in order. No way I’m going to look half-baked when the rep from the Cousteau Society shows up.”
“Ambitious and sexy.” He nipped her bottom lip. “I’ll wait for you.”
“Fifteen minutes,” she called after him, then hugged herself.
Everything she’d ever wanted was only a step away. The man she loved and a life with him, a career suddenly on fast-forward, the museum that would showcase their work.
She closed her hand around the amulet, shut her eyes. And after four hundred years, perhaps Angelique would finally be at rest.
Nothing, she realized, was impossible.
She walked over to pick up the bottles and glasses she and Lorraine had left behind. The quiet footsteps behind her had her chuckling.
“Fifteen minutes, Lassiter. Maybe ten if you don’t distract me.”
The hand that clamped around her mouth was damp and smooth. Her own had jerked up to claw at it even before true alarm registered.
“There’s a gun at your back, Tate.” The sharp jab just above her kidneys had her going still. “Silenced. No one will hear if I shoot you right here. If you scream or call out I’ll kill you, and anyone who runs to your aid. Do you understand?”
The voice, the threat were sickeningly familiar. She could only nod.
“Be very careful.” VanDyke shifted his rough grip from her mouth to her throat. “You can be dead in an instant.” Perhaps he could just snap her neck. He considered it, toyed with it, discarded it. Murder could wait. “An instant later I’m in the water and away.”
“What do you hope to prove by this?” The words were weak and gasping as he squeezed her throat. “The Isabella and everything she held is out of your reach. You can kill me, kill all of us, it won’t change that. You’ll be hunted down, thrown in prison for the rest of your life.”
“Don’t you know that no one will be able to touch me once I have the amulet? You know the power it holds, you’ve felt it.”
“You’re insane—” Her scream was involuntary and carried no more than a foot when his fingers crushed brutally over her windpipe.
“It’s mine. Has always been mine.”
“You’ll never get away. They’ll know it was you. All your money and all your influence won’t be able to protect you this time.” She wheezed out a breath as he loosened his grip.
“The amulet will be enough.”
“You’ll have to go into hiding for the rest of your life.”
As she spoke, she shifted her eyes wildly in search of a weapon. The champagne bottle with its thick heavy glass was out of reach.
“We have the tapes, we’ve announced the find.” She hurried on. “Hayden and Lorraine know, as do dozens of others. You can’t kill them all.”
“I can do anything. I can do anything, and there’s nothing and no one to touch me. Give me the amulet, Tate, and I’ll spare your parents.”
Her head whirled as she remembered. She closed her hand protectively around the stone. It seemed to pulse quietly against her palm.
“I don’t believe you. You’ll kill me, you’ll kill all of us, and for what, some wild notion that a necklace will bring you power and impunity?”
“And perhaps immortality.” Yes, he’d begun to believe that, begun to see the truth of that. “Others have believed it, but they were weak, unable to control what they held in their hands. I’m different, you see. I’m used to command, to harnessing power. That’s why it belongs to me. What would it be like to live with every wish, every thought possible? To win everything. To live forever if you wanted it.”
His breath quickened, coming hard against her ear. “Yes, I’ll kill you for that. I’ll kill all of you for that. Do you want me to make you suffer first?”
“No.” She closed her eyes, straining her ears for the sound of the returning tender. If she could somehow signal them, or Matthew, there might be a way to stop VanDyke from killing all of them. “I’ll give it to you, and pray to God it gives you the life you deserve.”
“Where is the amulet?”
“Here.” She lifted the stone she still held in her hand. “Right here.”
Stunned, he loosened his hold enough for her to jerk away. But she didn’t run. There was nowhere to run. Instead she faced him, eyes cold and defiant, her fingers still circling the brilliant center gem. She could see his face go lax, soften like glass heated. But the gun never wavered.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” she said quietly. She couldn’t appeal to his reason. So she would appeal to his madness. Perhaps, just perhaps, she had a weapon after all.
“For centuries it’s waited to be held again, worn again, admired again. Do you know there wasn’t a mark on it when I took it from the sand?”
She turned the stone so that it caught the white beam of the moon. Light and shadows danced. It was quiet, suddenly so quiet, she could hear each separate whisper of the waves kissing the hull.
“Time, water hadn’t touched it. It would have looked just like this, bright and gleaming, the last time she wore it around her neck.”
When he continued to stare, his eyes locked, hypnotized, on the amulet, she inched back, still holding the stone out. “I think she wore it that morning. The morning they came to execute her. And he, the man responsible for condemning her, waited outside the cell, and took it.”
Her voice was quiet, almost soothing. “He couldn’t have her, but he could have that last physical link she had to the man she loved. Or so he thought. But he just couldn’t break that very intimate connection between them. Neither could death. She spoke his name in her mind as the smoke filled her lungs and the flames licked at her feet. Etienne’s name. I can hear her, VanDyke, can’t you?”
Caught like a rat by the gaze of a snake, he stared. His tongue darted out to lick his lips. “It’s mine.”
“Oh no, it’s still hers. It always will be. That’s the secret, VanDyke, that’s the magic and the power. The ones who didn’t understand that, and coveted it for their own ends are the ones who brought the curse on their own heads. If you take it,” she said softly and with sudden certainty, “you’re damned.”
“It’s mine,” he repeated. “I’m the only one it was meant for. I’ve spent a fortune to find it.”
“But I found it. You’re only stealing it.” She was nearly at the rail now. Was that a motor? she wondered. Or just her wishing? If she shouted now, would she save the people she loved, or kill them?
VanDyke’s eyes snapped back to hers, and her heart sank like a stone in the sea. Those eyes were clear again, calm again, without that thin glaze of madness.
“You think I don’t know what you’re doing? Stalling for time until your broad-shouldered hero charges to your aid. A pity he hasn’t so you could die together, romantically. Now I’ve indulged you long enough, Tate. Take off the amulet and give it to me or I’ll put the first bullet in your gut instead of your heart.”
“All right.” Her fingers were oddly light and steady as she drew the chain from around her neck. It was almost as if they weren’t her own, as if she were floating somewhere beyond her own flesh. “If you want it so desperately. Get it, and pay the price.”
Braced for the bullet, she tossed it high and far over the sea.
He howled. The sound was inhuman, like a beast tasting blood. And like a beast he shambled to the rail and plunged into the dark water. Before he’d disappeared beneath, she was after him.
As she cut through the water, part of her brain registered the dangerous folly of the act. Yet she was compelled, driven to fill her lungs with air and dive blind.
Reason told her he would never find the amulet in the night sea without mask or tanks or time. Nor would she find him or the treasure she’d flung away.
Even as logic began to balance impulse, she saw the shadow of movement. Rage she hadn’t even known had rooted inside her burst free. She was on him like a shark.
  
Here, in the airless world, his superior strength was countered by her youth and skill. His blind greed by her fury. There was no gun now, only hands and teeth. She used hers viciously.
He clawed at her, desperate to reach the surface and breathe again. With her own lungs aching, she dragged him back, until a kick sent her spinning away.
Up again through the dark water she rose, nearly despairing that she would reach the surface.
He waited for her there, lashing out wildly, and she fought to fill her empty lungs. His face was distorted by the water and salt in her eyes, obscenely feral as he struck out. They fought in a terrible silence broken only by gasping breaths and swirling water.
His eyes rolled white as he pulled her under. The sea embraced them greedily.
She swallowed water, choked. The salt stung her eyes as he held her down and gulped air for himself. Fumbling, her hands lost purchase on his slick wet suit. The buzzing in her ears became a roar. There were lights glowing, bursting in her head, in front of her eyes.
No, she thought, fighting free. A light. A single light shining against the sand. He was racing toward it, diving, diving through the glassy black water to white sand where the amulet lay like a bloody star.
She watched him lift it, saw his hand close around it greedily. The soft red glow shone luminescently through his fingers, and deepened, darkened. Bled.
He turned his head, looked at her in triumph. Their eyes met, held.
Then surely he screamed.
 
“She’s coming around. That’s it, Red, cough it up.”
Through the harsh sounds of her own racking heaves, she heard Matthew’s voice, the tremor in it. She could feel the solid wood of the deck beneath her, his big hands cradling her head, the damp rain of water leaking onto her skin.
“Matthew.”
“Don’t try to talk. Christ, where’s the damn blanket?”
  
“Here, right here.” With calm efficiency, Marla covered her daughter. “You’re all right, honey, just lie still now.”
“VanDyke—”
“It’s all right.” Matthew glanced around to where the man sat huddled under LaRue’s ready bangstick. He was half drowned and quietly chuckling to himself.
“The amulet.”
“Jesus, it’s still around her neck.” Matthew slipped it off with an unsteady hand. “I didn’t even notice.”
“You were a little busy saving her life.” Ray squeezed his eyes tight and absorbed the relief. When Matthew had dragged Tate from the water, he’d been sure his only child was dead.
“What happened?” Tate finally found the strength to open her eyes. Overhead was a circle of pale, concerned faces. “God, I hurt all over.”
“Just be quiet for a minute. Her pupils look normal. She’s not shaking.”
“There could be delayed shock. I think we should get her out of those wet clothes and into bed.” Marla bit her lip, and though she knew it was foolish, checked Tate’s brow for fever. “I’ll make you some nice chamomile tea.”
“Okay.” A little woozy, Tate smiled. “Can I get up now?”
Muttering an oath, Matthew picked her up, blanket and all. “I’ll put her in bed.” He paused briefly for a last glance at VanDyke. “LaRue, you and Buck better get what’s left of him over to Nevis, give him to the cops.”
Vaguely curious, Tate stared. “Why is he laughing?”
“That’s all he’s done since Ray hauled him in. He laughs and mutters about witches burning in water. Let’s get you in a hot bath.”
“Oh, let’s.”
He was patient. Matthew drew her bath, massaged her shoulders. He even washed her hair himself. Then he dried her, tucked her into a nightshirt and robe and put her to bed.
“I could get used to this,” she murmured, letting her still light head rest against plumped pillows while she sipped the tea her mother had brought in.
“You stay put,” Marla ordered, fussing with the blanket. She glanced up at Matthew. “Ray went along to Nevis. He didn’t want to let VanDyke out of his sight until he was in a cell. Do you want me to let you know when they get back?”
“I’ll come up shortly.”
Marla only lifted a brow. She had a feeling Tate had one more crisis to deal with. “I think I’ll go brew a big pot of coffee. You rest, honey.” She kissed Tate’s forehead and closed the door quietly behind her.
“Isn’t she the best?” Tate began. “Nothing ever shakes that wonderful Southern panache.”
“You’re about to find out what shakes a Yankee temperament. What the hell did you think you were doing?”
She winced at the volume. “I don’t know, exactly. It all happened so fast.”
“You weren’t breathing.” He caught her chin in fingers tensed and trembling like plucked wires. “You weren’t breathing when I pulled you out.”
“I don’t remember. Everything after I dived in after him is jumbled and kind of surreal.”
“You dived in after him,” Matthew repeated, spacing each word.
“I didn’t mean to,” she said quickly. “I threw the amulet into the water. I had to take the chance that he’d go after it instead of shooting me.”
His heart, which had already suffered violently, stopped again. “He had a gun?”
“Yes.” She could feel her mind begin to float again and struggled to concentrate. “He must have lost it in the water. I was coming inside.” Gently she took his hand in hers. “He was just there. Just there behind me, Matthew, with the gun jammed into my back. He must have come over from starboard. His gear’s probably still there on the ladder. I couldn’t call for you, Matthew. He’d have killed all of us.”
As calmly as she could, she told him what had happened on deck.
  
“I took the necklace off,” she murmured and closed her eyes to try to see it all again.
The play of light, the shifting shadows. The way the stone seemed to throb like a heart in her hand.
“I didn’t even have to think about it. I just threw it. He ran past me; he never even looked at me. Just went in.”
“Why the hell did you go after him? I was right here, Red.”
“I know. I can’t explain it. One minute I was thinking I’ll get Matthew, and the next I was in the water. Even as I was diving I was thinking it didn’t make sense. But I couldn’t stop myself. I caught him, and we struggled.”
To bring the picture clearer, she closed her eyes again. “I remember thrashing around with him on the surface, under it. I remember losing air, knowing he would drown me. Then there was this light.”
“Christ.” He dragged a hand through his hair. “You’re telling me you had a near-death experience? The white light, the tunnel, the works?”
As puzzled as he, she opened her eyes again. “No, but it was just as odd. I must have been hallucinating. I saw this glow, and the glow was the necklace. The sand was perfectly white, and I could see it as clearly as I see you. I know it’s not possible, but I did. So did he.”
“I believe you,” Matthew said quietly. “Go on.”
“I watched him dive for it. I was just hovering there in the water.” Her brows drew together, forming a faint line between them. “It was as if I had to be there, had to watch. I’m not explaining this very well.”
“You’re doing fine.”
“I watched, waited,” she continued. “He picked it up and held it, and I could see it bleed through his fingers, as if the stone had gone to liquid. He looked up. He looked right at me. I saw his eyes. Then . . .”
Because she trembled, he stroked her hair. He wanted to gather her close, tell her to forget all of it. But he knew she had to finish. “Then what?”
“He screamed. I heard it. It wasn’t muffled by the water. It was piercing, terrified. He kept looking at me and screaming. There was fire, everywhere. The light and color from it, but no heat. I wasn’t afraid, not at all. So I took the amulet from him and let him go.”
She stopped on a nervous laugh. “I don’t know—I guess I blacked out. I must have. I must have been unconscious all along because it couldn’t have happened that way.”
“You were wearing the amulet, Tate. When I pulled you out, you were wearing it.”
“I must have . . .found it.”
He brushed her hair back from her face. “And that makes sense to you?”
“Yes, of course. No,” she admitted and reached for Matthew’s hand. “It doesn’t.”
“Let me tell you what I saw. When I heard you calling for me, I ran out on deck. VanDyke was in the water. He was flailing around, and yeah, he was screaming. I knew you must be in the water, so I went in.”
There was no point in telling her that he dived until his lungs had all but burst, had never given a thought to surfacing unless she was with him.
“When I found you you were on the bottom, lying on your back the way you do when you sleep. And you were smiling. I almost expected you to open your eyes and look at me. I realized when I was pulling you up that you weren’t breathing. It couldn’t have been more than three, four minutes tops from the time you yelled for me to come, but you weren’t breathing.”
“So you brought me back to life.” She leaned forward, set the cup aside so that her hands were free to frame his face. “My personal white knight.”
“It wasn’t like Prince Charming. Nothing romantic about mouth-to-mouth and CPR.”
“Under the circumstances, it beats a bouquet of lilies.” She kissed him gently. “Matthew, one thing. I never called out.” She shook her head before he could protest. “I didn’t call out. But I did say your name in my head when I thought I was drowning.” She laid her cheek on his and sighed. “I guess you heard me.”






 CHAPTER 30
T
HROUGH THE BARS of the small cell, Matthew studied Silas VanDyke. Here, he thought, was the man who had plagued his life, taken his father, plotted to murder him and who had nearly killed the woman he loved.
He’d been a man of power, of far-reaching financial, social and political strength.
Now he was caged like an animal.
They’d given him a cotton shirt and pants, both faded and baggy. He wore no belt, no shoelaces, certainly no monogrammed silk tie.
Still he sat on the narrow bunk as if he sat in a custom-made chair as if the dingy cell was his lushly decorated office. As if he were still in charge.
But it seemed to Matthew that he had shrunken somehow, that his body looked frail in the oversized prison clothes. The bones of his face had sharpened and pressed skeletally against the skin as if flesh had melted away overnight.
He was unshaven, his hair matted from seawater and sweat. Livid scratches scarred his face and hands, reminding Matthew of Tate’s desperate fight for her life.
For that alone he wanted to break through the bars himself, to hear VanDyke’s bones snap in his hands.
  
But he made himself stand, and study.
And he saw that the dignity and appearance of power VanDyke struggled to maintain were stretched over him like thin, fragile glass. The hate was still there, Matthew realized, ripe, alive and burning in his eyes. He wondered if it was enough to keep the man alive, if he could feed on it through all the years he’d be locked away.
He hoped it would be.
“How does it feel,” Matthew wondered aloud, “to lose everything?”
“Do you think this will stop me?” VanDyke’s voice was barely a whisper that slithered through the bars like a snake. “Do you think I’ll let you keep it?”
“I came here to tell you that you don’t matter anymore.”
“Don’t I?” His eyes flickered. “I should have killed her. I should have put a hole in her gut and let you watch her die.”
Matthew leapt toward the bars, nearly ripped at them when the gleam of satisfaction in VanDyke’s eyes stopped him. No, not this way, Matthew told himself. Not his way. “She beat you. She’s the one who finally brought you down. You saw it, didn’t you? The fire in the water. You saw her watching you,” he continued, drawing on the scene Tate had described to him. “She was so beautiful, so terrifying caught in that wild light. And you screamed like a child in a nightmare.”
Color that rage had washed into his cheeks had now drained, leaving them white as paper. “I saw nothing. Nothing!” His voice rose as he jerked off the cot. In his mind a blur of terrifying images swam, took shape and threatened to tear at his sanity like eager claws.
The screams wanted to pump, wild and hot, out of his throat.
“You saw it.” Calm settled over Matthew again. “And you’ll see it over and over again. Every time you close your eyes. How long can you live with the fear of that?”
“I’m afraid of nothing.” Terror was an icy ball in his belly. “They won’t keep me in prison. I have position. I have money.”
  
“You have nothing,” Matthew murmured, “but years to think about what you did, and what in the end you couldn’t do.”
“I’ll get out, and I’ll find you.”
“No.” This time, Matthew smiled, sharp and fast. “You won’t.”
“I’ve already won.” He came close, wrapped his fingers around the bars until they were as white as his face. His breath came fast, and the eyes that burned into Matthew’s held the bright edge of madness. “Your father’s dead, your uncle’s a cripple. And you’re nothing but a second-rate scavenger.”
“You’re the one in the cage, VanDyke. And I’m the one with the amulet.”
“I’ll deal with you. I’ll finish the Lassiters and take what’s mine.”
“She beat you,” Matthew repeated. “A woman started it, and a woman ended it. You had it in your hands, didn’t you? But you couldn’t keep it.”
“I’ll get it back, James.” His lips peeled back. “And I’ll deal with you. You think you can outwit me?”
“I’ll protect what’s mine.”
“Always so sure of yourself. But I’ve already won, James. The amulet’s mine. It was always mine.”
Matthew backed away from the bars. “Stay healthy, VanDyke. I want you to live a long, long time.”
“I won.” The shrill, furious voice followed Matthew as he walked away. “I won.”
Because he needed the sun, Matthew walked outside the station house. He scrubbed his hands over his face and hoped Tate wouldn’t be much longer giving her statement.
The air was hot and still, and he had a deep craving for the sea—for something fresh and scented. For Tate.
It was nearly twenty minutes later before she came out. He thought she looked exhausted, all pale skin and haunted eyes. Saying nothing, he held out a bouquet of vivid pink and blue flowers.
“What’s this?”
“They’re called flowers. They sell them at the florist down the street.”
  
That made her smile, and when she buried her face in them, her spirits lifted. “Thanks.”
“I thought we could both use them.” He ran a hand down her braid. “Rough morning?”
“Well, I’ve had better. Still, the police were very sympathetic and patient. With my statement, yours, LaRue’s, the tapes, they have so many charges I’m not sure what they’ll do first.” She lifted a shoulder. It hardly mattered now. “I suppose he’ll be extradited eventually.”
With his hand linked with hers, Matthew walked her to the rental car. “I think he’s going to spend what’s left of his life in a padded cell. I just saw him.”
“Oh.” She waited until he’d climbed into the driver’s seat. “I wondered if you would.”
“I wanted to see him in a cage.” Thoughtfully, Matthew put the car in gear and pulled away from the curb. “I guess since I couldn’t pound his face in, I wanted to have the chance to gloat at least.”
“And?”
“He’s right on the edge, and I might have given him a little shove to take him closer to it.” He glanced toward her. “He tried to convince me—or maybe himself, that he’d won.”
Tate lifted the flowers to rub the fragrant blooms over her cheek. “He hasn’t. We know that, and it’s what matters.”
“Right before I left, he called me by my father’s name.”
“Matthew.” Concerned, she laid a hand over his on the gear shift. “I’m sorry.”
“No. It’s all right. It seemed just somehow. Like a closure. Almost half my life, I’ve wanted to turn the clock back to that day, do something to change what happened. I couldn’t save my father, and I couldn’t be him. But today, for a few minutes, it was like standing in for him.”
“Justice instead of revenge,” she murmured. “It’s easier to live with.”
As he turned the car toward the sea, she let her head fall back against the cushion. “Matthew, I remembered something when I was talking to the police. Last night, when I was on deck with VanDyke, I had my hand on the amulet and I told him I hoped it gave him the life he’d earned.”
“Twenty or thirty years locked away from everything he wants most. Good call, Red.”
“But who called it?” She let out a long breath. “He doesn’t have the amulet, Matthew, but he certainly has Angelique’s Curse.”
 
It felt good to be back at sea again, back at work. Warding off all suggestions that she take the remainder of the day to rest, Tate closeted herself with Hayden and her cataloguing.
“You’ve done a top-notch job here, Tate.”
“I had a good teacher. There’s still so much to do. I have miles of film to be developed. We already have the videos, of course, and my sketches.”
Briskly, she ran a finger down one of her lists. “We desperately need storage space,” she continued. “More holding tanks and preserving solutions. And now that we’ve made the announcement, we can start bringing up the cannon. We couldn’t risk using inflatables and cranes before.”
She blew out a breath and sat back. “We need the equipment for handling the rest, and of course, for preserving and reconstructing what we can of the Isabella.”
“You’ve got your work cut out for you.”
“I’ve got a great team.” She reached for coffee, smiled at the vase of cheery flowers beside her monitor. “Even better now that you and Lorraine are signing up.”
“Neither one of us would miss it.”
“I think we’re going to need a bigger boat, certainly until Matthew can build one.”
But it wasn’t that which preyed on her mind while Hayden muttered over her notes. Tate braced her shoulders and screwed up her courage.
“Tell me honestly, Hayden, when the reps and other scientists get here, am I prepared for them? Are my notes and papers organized and detailed enough? Without being able to use outside resources, I’ve had to guess on so many of the artifacts that I—”
“Are you looking for a grade?” he interrupted.
The amusement in his eyes had her squirming. “No. Well, maybe. I’m nervous.”
He took off his glasses, rubbed the bridge of his nose, then replaced them. “You spent last night fighting a madman, all morning talking to police, and giving a presentation to colleagues makes you nervous?”
“I’ve had more time to think about the colleagues,” she said dryly. “I’m greedy, Hayden. I want to make a huge splash with this. It will be the foundation for the Beaumont-Lassiter Museum of Marine Archeology.”
She picked up the necklace that lay on the table. She’d needed, for reasons she no longer felt required analysis, to keep it close.
It was cool in her hands now. Beautiful, priceless and, she thought, quiet at last.
“And I . . . well, I want Angelique’s Curse to have the home it deserves after four hundred years of waiting.”
“Then I can honestly tell you in my professional opinion, you have a very strong foundation.”
Very gently, she laid the necklace back in its padded box. “But do you think that—” She broke off, glancing toward the window at the sound of clanging and motorized hiccoughing. “What the hell is that?”
“Whatever it is, it sounds bad.”
They went on deck together where Matthew and Lorraine were already at the rail. Ray and Marla bolted out of the galley.
“What an awful noise,” Marla began, then her eyes widened. “Oh my God, what is that thing?”
“I think it’s supposed to be a boat,” Tate murmured. “But don’t take my word for it.”
It was painted a virulent pink, which clashed interestingly with the heavy rust. The flying bridge shuddered each time the engine belched. As it drew alongside, Tate estimated that it was forty feet of warped wood, cracked glass and corroding metal.
Buck stood at the wheel, waving wildly. “Ain’t she something?” he shouted. He cut the engines, which showed their appreciation by vomiting a spew of smoke. “Weigh anchor.”
There was a horrible grinding sound, a shudder and screech. Buck shoved up his shaded glasses and grinned.
“Going to christen her Diana. LaRue says she was a hell of a hunter.”
“Buck.” Matthew coughed and waved at the smoke carried cheerfully by the breeze. “Are you telling me you bought that thing?”
“We bought this thing,” LaRue announced and strolled out on the slanted deck. “We are partners, me and Buck.”
“You’re going to die,” Matthew decided.
“Just needs some paint, little sanding, some mechanical work.” Buck started down the steps to the deck. Fortunately, it was the second riser from the bottom that snapped under his weight. “Some carpentry,” he added, still grinning.
“You gave someone money for that?” Tate wondered.
“She was a bargain.” LaRue tapped the rail cautiously. “When she’s shipshape and our work is done here, we are off to Bimini.”
“Bimini?” Matthew repeated.
“There’s always another wreck, boy.” He beamed at Matthew. “Been too many years since I had a boat of my own under me.”
“How’s it going to stay under him?” Tate murmured under her breath. “Buck, wouldn’t it be better to—”
But Matthew put a hand over hers and squeezed. “You’ll make her shine, Buck.”
“Coming aboard for inspection,” Ray called out. He stripped off his shoes and shirt and plunged into the water.
“They do love their toys,” Marla decided. “I’m making lemon tarts if anyone wants a snack.”
“Right behind you.” Lorraine grabbed Hayden’s hand.
“Matthew, that boat is a mess. They’ll have to replace every board and spur.”
“So?”
Tate blew her bangs out of her eyes. “Wouldn’t it be more practical to put their money into something in better condition? Into something in any kind of condition?”
“Sure. But it wouldn’t be as much fun.” He kissed her, and when she started to speak, kissed her again, thoroughly. “I love you.”
“I love you, too, but Buck—”
“Knows just what he’s doing.” Matthew grinned over the rail where the three men were busy laughing and examining the broken step. “Charting a new course.”
Bemused, she shook her head. “I think you’d like to go with them, bailing all the way to Bimini.”
“Nope.” He scooped her into his arms, spun a circle. “I’ve got my own course. Straight ahead full. Want to get married?”
“Yeah. How about tomorrow?”
“Deal.” The reckless light came into his eyes. “Let’s dive.”
“All right, I—” She squealed when he carried her to the rail. “Don’t you dare throw me in. I’m still dressed. Matthew, I mean it. Don’t—”
She gave a scream of helpless laughter as he leapt out into the water.
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To Mom and Pop
Thanks for being mine.
  




The woods are lovely, dark and deep
But I have promises to keep,
And miles to go before I sleep,
And miles to go before I sleep.










—Robert Frost
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prologue
The monster was back. The smell of him was blood. The sound of him was terror.
She had no choice but to run, and this time to run toward him.
The lush wonder of forest that had once been her haven, that had always been her sanctuary, spun into a nightmare. The towering majesty of the trees was no longer a grand testament to nature’s vigor, but a living cage that could trap her, conceal him. The luminous carpet of moss was a bubbling bog that sucked at her boots. She ripped through ferns, rending their sodden fans to slimy tatters, skidded over a rotted log and destroyed the burgeoning life it nursed.
Green shadows slipped in front of her, beside her, behind her, seemed to whisper her name.
Livvy, my love. Let me tell you a story.
Breath sobbed out of her lungs, set to grieving by fear and loss. The blood that still stained her fingertips had gone ice-cold.
Rain fell, a steady drumming against the windswept canopy, a sly trickle over lichen-draped bark. It soaked into the greedy ground until the whole world was wet and ripe and somehow hungry.
She forgot whether she was hunter or hunted, only knew through some deep primal instinct that movement was survival.
She would find him, or he would find her. And somehow it would be finished. She would not end as a coward. And if there was any light in the world, she would find the man she loved. Alive.
She curled the blood she knew was his into the palm of her hand and held it like hope.
Fog snaked around her boots, broke apart at her long, reckless strides. Her heartbeat battered her ribs, her temples, her fingertips in a feral, pulsing rhythm.
  
She heard the crack overhead, the thunder snap of it, and leaped aside as a branch, weighed down by water and wind and time, crashed to the forest floor.
A little death that meant fresh life.
She closed her hand over the only weapon she had and knew she would kill to live.
And through the deep green light haunted by darker shadows, she saw the monster as she remembered him in her nightmares.
Covered with blood, and watching her.






olivia
A simple child that lightly draws its breath,
And feels its life in every limb,
What should it know of death?
—William Wordsworth
  




one
Beverly Hills, 1979
Olivia was four when the monster came. It shambled into dreams that were not dreams and ripped away with bloody hands the innocence monsters covet most.
On a night in high summer, when the moon was bright and full as a child’s heart and the breeze was softly perfumed with roses and jasmine, it stalked into the house to hunt, to slaughter, to leave behind the indifferent dark and the stink of blood.
Nothing was the same after the monster came. The lovely house with its many generous rooms and acres of glossy floors would forever carry the smear of his ghost and the silver-edged echo of Olivia’s lost innocence.
Her mother had told her there weren’t any monsters. They were only pretend, and her bad dreams only dreams. But the night she saw the monster, heard it, smelled it, her mother couldn’t tell her it wasn’t real.
And there was no one left to sit on the bed, to stroke her hair and tell her pretty stories until she slipped back into sleep.
Her daddy told the best stories, wonderfully silly ones with pink giraffes and two-headed cows. But he’d gotten sick, and the sickness had made him do bad things and say bad words in a loud, fast voice that wasn’t like Daddy’s at all. He’d had to go away. Her mother had told her he’d had to go away until he wasn’t sick anymore. That’s why he could only come to see her sometimes, and Mama or Aunt Jamie or Uncle David had to stay right in the room the whole time.
Once, she’d been allowed to go to Daddy’s new house on the beach. Aunt Jamie and Uncle David had taken her, and she’d been fascinated and delighted to watch through the wide glass wall as the waves lifted and fell, to see the water stretch and stretch into forever where it bumped right into the sky.
  
Then Daddy wanted to take her out on the beach to play, to build sand castles, just the two of them. But her aunt had said no. It wasn’t allowed. They’d argued, at first in those low, hissing voices adults never think children can hear. But Olivia had heard and, hearing, had sat by that big window to stare harder and harder at the water. And as the voices got louder, she made herself not hear because they hurt her stomach and made her throat burn.
And she would not hear Daddy call Aunt Jamie bad names, or Uncle David say in a rough voice, Watch your step, Sam. Just watch your step. This isn’t going to help you.
Finally, Aunt Jamie had said they had to go and had carried her out to the car. She’d waved over her aunt’s shoulder, but Daddy hadn’t waved back. He’d just stared, and his hands had stayed in fists at his sides.
She hadn’t been allowed to go back to the beach house and watch the waves again.
But it had started before that. Weeks before the beach house, more weeks before the monster came.
It had all happened after the night Daddy had come into her room and awakened her. He’d paced her room, whispering to himself. It was a hard sound, but when she’d stirred in the big bed with its white lace canopy she hadn’t been afraid. Because it was Daddy. Even when the moonlight spilled through the windows onto his face, and his face looked mean and his eyes too shiny, he was still her daddy.
Love and excitement had bounced in her heart.
He’d wound up the music box on her dresser, the one with the Blue Fairy from Pinocchio that played “When You Wish upon a Star.”
She sat up in bed and smiled sleepily. “Hi, Daddy. Tell me a story.”
“I’ll tell you a story.” He’d turned his head and stared at his daughter, the small bundle of tousled blond hair and big brown eyes. But he’d only seen his own fury. “I’ll tell you a goddamn story, Livvy my love. About a beautiful whore who learns how to lie and cheat.”
  
“Where did the horse live, Daddy?”
“What horse?”
“The beautiful one.”
He’d turned around then, and his lips had peeled back in a snarl. “You don’t listen! You don’t listen any more than she does. I said whore goddamn it!”
Olivia’s stomach jumped at his shout, and there was a funny metal sting in her mouth she didn’t recognize as fear. It was her first real taste of it. “What’s a whore?”
“Your mother. Your fucking mother’s a whore.” He swept his arm over the dresser, sending the music box and a dozen little treasures crashing to the floor.
In bed, Olivia curled up and began to cry.
He was shouting at her, saying he was sorry. Stop that crying right now! He’d buy her a new music box. When he’d come over to pick her up, he’d smelled funny, like a room did after a grown-up party and before Rosa cleaned.
Then Mama came rushing in. Her hair was long and loose, her nightgown glowing white in the moonlight.
“Sam, for God’s sake, what are you doing? There, Livvy, there, baby, don’t cry. Daddy’s sorry.”
The vicious resentment all but smothered him as he looked at the two golden heads close together. The shock of realizing his fists were clenched, that they wanted, yearned to pound, nearly snapped him back. “I told her I was sorry.”
But when he started forward, intending to apologize yet again, his wife’s head snapped up. In the dark, her eyes gleamed with a fierceness that bordered on hate. “Stay away from her.” And the vicious threat in her mother’s voice had Olivia wailing.
“Don’t you tell me to stay away from my own daughter. I’m sick and tired, sick and damn tired of orders from you, Julie.”
“You’re stoned again. I won’t have you near her when you’ve been using.”
Then all Olivia could hear were the terrible shouts, more crashing, the sound of her mother crying out in pain. To escape she crawled out of bed and into her closet to bury herself among her mountain of stuffed toys.
  
Later, she learned that her mother had managed to lock him out of the room, to call the police on her Mickey Mouse phone. But that night, all she knew was that Mama had crawled into the closet with her, held her close and promised everything would be all right.
That’s when Daddy had gone away.
Memories of that night could sneak into her dreams. When they did, and she woke, Olivia would creep out of bed and into her mother’s room down the hall. Just to make sure she was there. Just to see if maybe Daddy had come home because he was all better again.
Sometimes they were in a hotel instead, or another house. Her mother’s work meant she had to travel. After her father got sick, Olivia always, always went with her. People said her mother was a star, and it made Olivia giggle. She knew stars were the little lights up in heaven, and her mother was right here.
Her mother made movies, and lots and lots of people came to see her pretend to be somebody else. Daddy made movies, too, and she knew the story about how they’d met when they were both pretending to be other people. They’d fallen in love and gotten married, and they’d had a baby girl.
When Olivia missed her father, she could look in the big leather book at all the pictures of the wedding when her mother had been a princess in a long white dress that sparkled and her father had been the prince in his black suit.
There was a big silver-and-white cake, and Aunt Jamie had worn a blue dress that made her look almost as pretty as Mama. Olivia imagined herself into the pictures. She would wear a pink dress and flowers in her hair, and she would hold her parents’ hands and smile. In the pictures, everyone smiled and was happy.
Over that spring and summer, Olivia often looked at the big leather book.
The night the monster came, Olivia heard the shouting in her sleep. It made her whimper and twist. Don’t hurt her, she thought. Don’t hurt my mama. Please, please, please, Daddy.
  
She woke with a scream in her head, with the echo of it on the air. And wanted her mother.
She climbed out of bed, her little feet silent on the carpet. Rubbing her eyes, she wandered down the hallway where the light burned low.
But the room with its big blue bed and pretty white flowers was empty. Her mother’s scent was there, a comfort. All the magic bottles and pots stood on the vanity. Olivia amused herself for a little while by playing with them and pretending she was putting on the colors and smells the way her mother did.
One day she’d be beautiful, too. Like Mama. Everyone said so. She sang to herself while she preened and posed in the tall mirror, giggling as she imagined herself wearing a long white dress, like a princess.
She tired of that and, feeling sleepy again, shuffled out to find her mother.
As she approached the stairs, she saw the lights were on downstairs. The front door was open, and the late-summer breeze fluttered her nightgown.
She thought there might be company, and maybe there would be cake. Quiet as a mouse, she crept down the stairs, holding her fingers to her lips to stop a giggle.
And heard the soaring music of her mother’s favorite, Sleeping Beauty.
The living room spilled from the central hall, flowing out with high arched ceilings, oceans of glass that opened the room to the gardens her mother loved. There was a big fireplace of deep blue lapis and floors of sheer white marble. Flowers speared and spilled from crystal vases, and silver urns and lamps had shades the colors of precious jewels.
But tonight, the vases were broken, shattered on the tiles with their elegant and exotic flowers trampled and dying. The glossy ivory walls were splattered with red, and tables the cheerful maid Rosa kept polished to a gleam were overturned.
There was a terrible smell, one that seemed to paint the inside of Olivia’s throat with something vile and had her stomach rippling.
  
The music crescendoed, a climactic sweep of sobbing strings.
She saw glass winking on the floor like scattered diamonds and streaks of red smearing the white floor. Whimpering for her mother, she stepped in. And she saw.
Behind the corner of the big sofa, her mother lay sprawled on her side, one hand flung out, fingers spread wide. Her warm blond hair was wet with blood. So much blood. The white robe she’d worn was red with it, and ripped to ribbons.
She couldn’t scream, couldn’t scream. Her eyes rounded and bulged in her head, her heart bumped painfully against her ribs, and a trickle of urine slipped down her legs. But she couldn’t scream.
Then the monster that crouched over her mother, the monster with hands red to the wrists, with wet red streaks over his face, over his clothes, looked up. His eyes were wild, shiny as the glass that sparkled on the floor.
“Livvy,” her father said. “God, Livvy.”
And as he stumbled to his feet, she saw the silver-and-red gleam of bloody scissors in his hand.
Still she didn’t scream. But now she ran. The monster was real, the monster was coming, and she had to hide. She heard a long, wailing call, like the howl of a dying animal in the woods.
She went straight to her closet, burrowed among the stuffed toys. There her mind hid as well. She stared blindly at the door, sucked quietly on her thumb and barely heard the monster as he howled and called and searched for her.
Doors slammed like gunshots. The monster sobbed and screamed, crashing through the house as it called her name. A wild bull with blood on his horns.
Olivia, a doll among dolls, curled up tight and waited for her mother to come and wake her from a bad dream.
 
That’s where Frank Brady found her. He might have overlooked her huddled in with all the bears and dogs and pretty dolls. She didn’t move, didn’t make a sound. Her hair was a golden blond, shiny as rain to her shoulders; her face a colorless oval, dominated by huge amber eyes under brows as dark as mink pelt.
Her mother’s eyes, he thought with grim pity. Eyes he’d looked into dozens of times on the movie screen. Eyes he’d studied less than an hour ago and found filmed and lifeless.
The eyes of the child looked at him, looked through him. Recognizing shock, he crouched down, resting his hands on his knees rather than reaching for her.
“I’m Frank.” He spoke quietly, kept his eyes on hers. “I’m not going to hurt you.” Part of him wanted to call out for his partner, or one of the crime scene team, but he thought a shout might spook her. “I’m a policeman.” Very slowly, he lifted a hand to tap the badge that hung from his breast pocket. “Do you know what a policeman does, honey?”
She continued to stare, but he thought he caught a flicker in her eyes. Awareness, he told himself. She hears me. “We help people. I’m here to take care of you. Are these all your dolls?” He smiled at her and picked up a squashy Kermit the Frog. “I know this guy. He’s on Sesame Street. Do you watch that on TV? My boss is just like Oscar the Grouch. But don’t tell him I said so.”
When she didn’t respond, he pulled out every Sesame Street character he could remember, making comments, letting Kermit hop on his knee. The way she watched him, eyes wide and terrifyingly blank, ripped at his heart.
“You want to come out now? You and Kermit?” He held out a hand, waited.
Hers lifted, like a puppet’s on a string. Then, when the contact was made, she tumbled into his arms, shivering now with her face buried against his shoulder.
He’d been a cop for ten years, and still his heart ripped.
“There now, baby. You’re okay. You’ll be all right.” He stroked a hand down her hair, rocking for a moment.
“The monster’s here.” She whispered it.
Frank checked his motion then, cradling her, got to his feet. “He’s gone now.”
  
“Did you chase him away?”
“He’s gone.” He glanced around the room, found a blanket and tucked it around her.
“I had to hide. He was looking for me. He had Mama’s scissors. I want Mama.”
God. Dear God, was all he could think.
At the sound of feet coming down the hall, Olivia let out a low keening sound and tightened her grip around Frank’s neck. He murmured to her, patting her back as he moved toward the door.
“Frank, there’s—you found her.” Detective Tracy Harmon studied the little girl wrapped around his partner and raked a hand through his hair. “The neighbor said there’s a sister. Jamie Melbourne. Husband’s David Melbourne, some kind of music agent. They only live about a mile from here.”
“Better notify them. Honey, you want to go see your aunt Jamie?”
“Is my mama there?”
“No. But I think she’d want you to go.”
“I’m sleepy.”
“You go on to sleep, baby. Just close your eyes.”
“She see anything?” Tracy murmured.
“Yeah.” Frank stroked her hair as her eyelids drooped. “Yeah, I think she saw too damn much. We can thank Christ the bastard was too blitzed to find her. Call the sister. Let’s get the kid over there before the press gets wind of this.”
 
He came back. The monster came back. She could see him creeping through the house with her father’s face and her mother’s scissors. Blood slid down the snapping blades like thin, glossy ribbons. In her father’s voice he whispered her name, over and over again.
Livvy, Livvy love. Come out. Come out and I’ll tell you a story.
And the long sharp blades in his hands hissed open and closed as he shambled toward the closet.
  
“No, Daddy! No, no, no!”
“Livvy. Oh honey, it’s all right. I’m here. Aunt Jamie’s right here.”
“Don’t let him come. Don’t let him find me.” Wailing, Livvy burrowed into Jamie’s arms.
“I won’t. I won’t. I promise.” Devastated, Jamie pressed her face into the fragile curve of her niece’s neck. She rocked both of them in the delicate half-light of the bedside lamp until Olivia’s shivers stopped. “I’ll keep you safe.”
She rested her cheek on the top of Olivia’s head and let the tears come. She didn’t allow herself to sob, though hot, bitter sobs welled and pressed into her throat. The tears were silent, sliding down her cheeks to dampen the child’s hair.
Julie. Oh God, oh God, Julie.
She wanted to scream out her sister’s name. To rave it. But there was the child, now going limp with sleep in her arms, to consider.
Julie would have wanted her daughter protected. God knew, she had tried to protect her baby.
And now Julie was dead.
Jamie continued to rock, to soothe herself now as Olivia slept in her arms. That beautiful, bright woman with the wickedly husky laugh, the giving heart and boundless talent, dead at the age of thirty-two. Killed, the two grim-faced detectives had told her, by the man who had professed to love her to the point of madness.
Well, Sam Tanner was mad, Jamie thought as her hands curled into brutal fists. Mad with jealousy, with drugs, with desperation. Now he’d destroyed the object of his obsession.
But he would never, never touch the child.
Gently, Jamie laid Olivia back in bed, smoothed the blankets over her, let her fingertips rest for a moment on the blond hair. She remembered the night Olivia had been born, the way Julie had laughed between contractions.
Only Julie MacBride, Jamie thought, could make a joke out of labor. The way Sam had looked, impossibly handsome and nervous, his blue eyes brilliant with excitement and fear, his black hair tousled so that she’d smoothed it with her own fingers to soothe him.
Then he’d brought that beautiful little girl up to the viewing glass, and there’d been tears of love and wonder in his eyes.
Yes, she remembered that, and remembered thinking as she smiled at him through that glass that they were perfect. The three of them, perfect together. Perfect for one another.
It had seemed so.
She walked to the window, stared out at nothing. Julie’s star had been on the rise, and Sam’s already riding high. They’d met on the set of a movie, fell wildly in love and were married within four months while the press raved and simpered over them.
She’d worried, Jamie admitted. It was all so fast, so Hollywood. But Julie had always known exactly what she wanted, and she’d wanted Sam Tanner. For a while, it had seemed as happy-ever-after as the stories Julie told her daughter at bedtime.
But this fairy tale had ended in a nightmare—blocks away, only blocks away while she’d slept, Jamie thought, squeezing her eyes shut as a sob clawed at her throat.
The sudden flash of lights had her jumping back, her heart pumping fast. David, she realized, and turned quickly to the bed to be certain Olivia slept peacefully. Leaving the light on low, she hurried out. She was coming down the stairs as the door opened and her husband walked in.
He stood there for a long moment, a tall man with broad shoulders. His hair of deep brown was mussed, his eyes, a quiet mix of gray and green, full of fatigue and horror. Strength was what she’d always found in him. Strength and stability. Now he looked sick and shaken, his usual dusky complexion pasty, a muscle jumping in his firm, square jaw.
“God, Jamie. Oh, sweet God.” His voice broke, and somehow that made it worse. “I need a drink.” He turned away, walked unsteadily into the front salon.
She had to grip the railing for balance before she could order her legs to move, to follow him. “David?”
  
“I need a minute.” His hands shook visibly as he took a decanter of whisky from the breakfront, poured it into a short glass. He braced one hand on the wood, lifted the glass with the other and drank it down like medicine. “Jesus, God, what he did to her.”
“Oh, David.” She broke. The control she’d managed to cling to since the police had come to the door shattered. She simply sank to the floor in a spasm of sobs and shudders.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” He rushed to her and gathered her against him. “Oh, Jamie, I’m so sorry.”
They stayed there, on the floor in the lovely room, as the light turned pearly with dawn. She wept in harsh, racking gasps until he wondered that her bones didn’t shatter from the power of it.
The gasps turned to moans that were her sister’s name, then the moans to silence.
“I’ll take you upstairs. You need to lie down.”
“No, no, no.” The tears had helped. Jamie told herself they’d helped though they left her feeling hollowed-out and achy. “Livvy might wake up. She’ll need me. I’ll be all right. I have to be all right.”
She sat back, scrubbing her hands over her face to dry it. Her head throbbed like an open wound, her stomach was a mass of cramps. But she got to her feet. “I need you to tell me. I need you to tell me everything.” When he shook his head, her chin came up. “I have to know, David.”
He hesitated. She looked so tired, so pale and so fragile. Where Julie had been long and willowy, Jamie was small and fine-boned. Both had carried a look of delicacy that he knew was deceptive. He’d often joked that the MacBride sisters were tough broads, bred to climb mountains and tramp through woods.
“Let’s get some coffee. I’ll tell you everything I know.”
Like her sister, Jamie had refused live-in staff. It was her house, by God, and she wouldn’t sacrifice her privacy. The day maid wouldn’t be in for another two hours, so she brewed the coffee herself while David sat at the counter and stared out the window.
  
They didn’t speak. In her head she ran over the tasks she would have to face that day. The call to her parents would be the worst, and she was already bracing for it. Funeral arrangements would have to be made—carefully, to ensure as much dignity and privacy as possible. The press would be salivating. She would make sure the television remained off as long as Olivia was in the house.
She set two cups of coffee on the counter, sat. “Tell me.”
“There isn’t much more than Detective Brady already told us,” David began. “There wasn’t any forced entry. She let him in. She was, ah, dressed for bed, but hadn’t been to bed. It looked as though she’d been in the living room working on clippings. You know how she liked to send your folks clippings.”
He rubbed both hands over his face, then picked up his coffee. “They must have argued. There were signs of a fight. He used the scissors on her.” Horror bloomed in his eyes. “Jamie, he must have lost his mind.”
His gaze came to hers, held. When he reached for her hand, she curled her fingers around his tightly. “Did he—was it quick?”
“I don’t—I’ve never seen—he went wild.” He closed his eyes a moment. She would hear, in any case. There would be leaks, there would be media full of truth and lies. “Jamie, she was . . . he stabbed her repeatedly, and slashed her throat.”
The color drained from her face, but her hand stayed firm in his. “She fought back. She must have fought him. Hurt him.”
“I don’t know. They have to do an autopsy. We’ll know more after that. They think Olivia saw some of it, saw something, then hid from him.” He drank coffee in the faint hope it would settle his jittery stomach. “They want to talk to her.”
“She can’t be put through that.” This time she jerked back, yanking her hand free. “She’s a baby, David. I won’t have them put her through that. They know he did it,” she said with a fierce and vicious bitterness. “I won’t have my sister’s child questioned by the police.”
David let out a long breath. “He’s claiming he found Julie that way. That he came in and found her already dead.”
  
“Liar.” Her eyes fired, and color flooded back into her face, harsh and passionate. “Murdering bastard. I want him dead. I want to kill him myself. He made her life a misery this past year, and now he’s killed her. Burning in hell isn’t enough.”
She whirled away, wanting to pound something, tear something to pieces. Then stopped short when she saw Olivia staring at her from the doorway with wide eyes.
“Livvy.”
“Where’s Mama?” Her bottom lip trembled. “I want my mama.”
“Livvy.” As temper drained into grief, and grief into helplessness, Jamie bent down and picked her up.
“The monster came and hurt Mama. Is she all right now?”
Over the child’s head, Jamie’s desperate eyes met her husband’s. He held out a hand, and she walked over so the three of them stood wrapped together.
“Your mother had to go away, Livvy.” Jamie closed her eyes as she pressed a kiss to Olivia’s head. “She didn’t want to, but she had to.”
“Is she coming back soon?”
There was a ripple in Jamie’s chest, like a wave breaking on rock. “No, honey. She’s not coming back.”
“She always comes back.”
“This time she can’t. She had to go to heaven and be an angel.”
Olivia knuckled her eyes. “Like a movie?”
As her legs began to tremble, Jamie sat, cradling her sister’s child. “No, baby, not like a movie this time.”
“The monster hurt her and I ran away. So she won’t come back. She’s mad at me.”
“No, no, Livvy.” Praying for wisdom, Jamie eased back, cupped Olivia’s face in her hands. “She wanted you to run away. She wanted you to be a smart girl, and run away and hide. To be safe. That was what she wanted most of all. If you hadn’t, she’d have been very sad.”
“Then she’ll come back tomorrow.” Tomorrow was a concept she knew only as later, another time, soon.
  
“Livvy.” With a nod to his wife, David slid the child onto his lap, relieved when she laid her head against his chest and sighed. “She can’t come back, but she’ll be watching you from up in heaven.”
“I don’t want her to be in heaven.” She began to cry now, soft, sniffling sobs. “I want to go home and see Mama.”
When Jamie reached for her, David shook his head. “Let her cry it out,” he murmured.
Jamie pressed her lips together, nodded. Then she rose to go up to her bedroom and call her parents.






two
The press stalked, a pack of rabid wolves scenting heart blood. At least that was how Jamie thought of them as she barricaded her family behind closed doors. To be fair, a great many of the reporters were shocked and grieving and broadcast the story with as much delicacy as the circumstances allowed.
Julie MacBride had been well loved—desired, admired and envied—but loved all the same.
But Jamie wasn’t feeling particularly fair. Not when Olivia sat like a doll in the guest room or wandered downstairs as thin and pale as a ghost. Wasn’t it enough that the child had lost her mother in the most horrible of ways? Wasn’t it enough that she, herself, had lost her sister, her twin, her closest friend?
But she had lived in the glittery world of Hollywood with its seductive shadows for eight years now. And she knew it was never enough.
Julie MacBride had been a public figure, a symbol of beauty, talent, sex with the girl-next-door spin, a country girl turned glamorous movie princess who’d married the reigning prince and lived with him in their polished castle in Beverly Hills.
Those who paid their money at the box office, who devoured glossy articles in People or absurdities in the tabloids, considered her theirs. Julie MacBride of the quick and brilliant smile and smoky voice.
But they didn’t know her. Oh, they thought they did, with their exposés, their interviews and glossy articles. Julie had certainly been open and honest in most of them. That was her way, and she’d never taken her success for granted. It had always thrilled and delighted her. But no matter how much print and tape and film they’d run on the actress, they’d never really understood the woman herself: her sense of fun and foolishness, her love of the forest and mountains of Washington State where she’d grown up, her absolute loyalty to family, her unshakable love and devotion to her daughter.
And her tragic and undying love for the man who’d killed her.
That was what Jamie found hardest to accept. She’d let him in, was all she could think. In the end, she’d gone with her heart and had opened the door to the man she loved, even knowing he’d stopped being that man.
Would she have done the same? They’d shared a great deal, more than sisters, more than friends. Part of it came from being twins, certainly, but added to that was their shared childhood in the deep woods. The hours, the days, the evenings they’d spent exploring together. Learning, loving the scents and sounds and secrets of the forest. Following tracks, sleeping under the stars. Sharing their dreams as naturally as they had once shared the womb.
Now it was as if something in Jamie had died as well. The kindest part, she thought. The freshest and most vulnerable part. She doubted she would ever be whole again. Knew she would never be the same again.
Strong, she could be strong. Would have to be. Olivia depended on her; David would need her. She knew he’d loved Julie, too, had thought of her as his own sister. And her parents as his own.
She stopped pacing to glance up the stairs. They were here now, up with Olivia in her room. They would need her, too. However sturdy they were, they would need their remaining child to help them get through the next weeks.
When the doorbell rang, she jumped, then closed her eyes. She who had once considered herself fearless was shaking at shadows and whispers. She drew a breath in, let it out slowly.
David had arranged for guards, and the reporters were ordered not to come onto the property. But over that long, terrible day one slipped through now and then. She wanted to ignore the bell. To let it ring and ring and ring. But that would disturb Olivia, upset her parents.
She marched toward the door intending to rip off the reporter’s skin, then through the etched-glass panels beside the wood she recognized the detectives who had come in the dark of the morning to tell her Julie was dead.
“Mrs. Melbourne. I’m sorry to disturb you.”
It was Frank Brady who spoke, and he whom Jamie focused on. “Detective Brady, isn’t it?”
“Yes, may we come in?”
“Of course.” She stepped back. Frank noted that she had enough control to keep behind the door, not to give the camera crews a shot at her. It had been her control he’d noted, and admired, the night before.
She’d rushed out of the house, he recalled, even before they’d fully braked at the entrance. But the minute she’d seen the girl in his arms, she’d seemed to snap back, to steady. She’d taken charge of her niece, bundling her close, carrying her upstairs.
He studied her again as she led them into the salon.
He knew now that she and Julie MacBride had been twins, with Jamie the elder by seven minutes. Yet there wasn’t as much resemblance as he might have expected. Julie MacBride had owned a blazing beauty—despite delicate features and that golden coloring, it had flamed out and all but burned the onlooker.
The sister had quieter looks, hair more brown than blond that was cut in a chin-length swing and worn sleek, eyes more chocolate than gold and lacking that sensuous heavy-lidded shape. She was about five-three, Frank calculated, probably about a hundred and ten pounds on slender bones where her sister had been a long-stemmed five-ten.
He wondered if she’d been envious of her sister, of that perfection of looks and the excess of fame.
“Can I get you anything? Coffee?”
It was Tracy who answered, judging that she needed to do something normal before getting down to business. “I wouldn’t mind some coffee, Mrs. Melbourne. If it’s not too much trouble.”
“No . . . we seem to have pots going day and night. I’ll see to it. Please sit down.”
“She’s holding up,” Tracy commented when he was alone with his partner.
  
“She’s got a way to go.” Frank flicked open the curtains a slit to study the mob of press at the edge of the property. “This one’s going to be a zoo, a long-running one. It’s not every day America’s princess gets cut to ribbons inside her own castle.”
“By the prince,” Tracy added. He tapped his pocket where he kept his cigarettes—then thought better of it. “We’ll get maybe one more shot at him before he pulls it together and calls for a lawyer.”
“Then we’d better make it a bull’s-eye.” Frank let the curtain close and turned as Jamie came back into the room with a tray of coffee.
He sat when she did. He didn’t smile. Her eyes told him she didn’t require or want pleasantries and masks. “We appreciate this, Mrs. Melbourne. We know this is a bad time for you.”
“Right now it seems it’ll never be anything else.” She waited while Tracy added two heaping spoonsful of sugar to his mug. “You want to talk to me about Julie.”
“Yes, ma’am. Were you aware that your sister placed a nine-one-one call due to a domestic disturbance three months ago?”
“Yes.” Her hands were steady as she lifted her own mug. “Sam came home in an abusive state of mind. Physically abusive this time.”
“This time?”
“He’d been verbally, emotionally abusive before.” Her voice was brisk and clear. She refused to let it quaver. “Over the last year and a half that I know of.”
“Is it your opinion Mr. Tanner has a problem with drugs?”
“You know very well Sam has a habit.” Her eyes stayed level on Frank’s. “If you haven’t figured that out, you’re in the wrong business.”
“Sorry, Mrs. Melbourne. Detective Brady and I are just trying to touch all the bases. We have to figure you’d know your sister’s husband, his routines. Maybe she talked to you about their personal problems.”
“She did, of course. Julie and I were very close. We could talk about anything.” For a moment, Jamie looked away, struggling to keep it all steady. Voice, hands, eyes. “I think it started a couple of years ago, social cocaine.” She smiled, but it was thin and hard. “Julie hated it. They argued about it. They began to argue over a great many things. His last two movies didn’t do as well as expected, critically or financially. Actors can be a tender species. Julie was worried because Sam became edgy, argumentative. But as much as she tried to smooth things over, her own career was soaring. He resented that, began to resent her.”
“He was jealous of her,” Frank prompted.
“Yes, when he should have been proud. They began to go out more, parties, clubs. He felt he needed to be seen. Julie supported him in that, but she was a homebody. I know it’s difficult to equate the image, the beauty, glamour, with a woman who was happiest at home, in her garden, with her daughter, but that was Julie.”
Her voice cracked. She cleared it, sipped more coffee and continued. “She was working on the feature with Lucas Manning, Smoke and Shadows. It was a demanding, difficult role. Very physical. Julie couldn’t afford to work twelve or fourteen hours, come home, then polish herself up for night after night on the town. She wanted time to relax, time with Olivia. So Sam started going out on his own.”
“There were some rumors about your sister and Manning.”
Jamie shifted her gaze to Tracy, nodded. “Yes, there usually are when two very attractive people fire up the screen. People romanticize, and they enjoy gossip. Sam hounded her about other men, and Lucas in particular most recently. The rumors were groundless. Julie considered Lucas a friend and a marvelous leading man.”
“How did Sam take it?” Frank asked her.
She sighed now and set down her mug, but didn’t rub at the ache behind her eyes. “If it had been three or four years ago, he’d have laughed it off, teased her about it. Instead he hounded her, sniped at her. He accused her of trying to run his life, of encouraging other men, then of being with other men. Lucas was his prime target. It hurt Julie very much.”
“Some women would turn to a friend, to another man under that kind of pressure.” Frank watched her steadily as her eyes flared, her mouth tightened.
“Julie took her marriage seriously. She loved her husband. Enough, as it turned out, to stick by him until he killed her. And if you want to turn this around and make her seem cheap and ordinary—”
“Mrs. Melbourne.” Frank lifted a hand. “If we want to close this case, to get justice for your sister, we need to ask. We need all the pieces.”
She ordered herself to breathe, slowly in, slowly out, and poured more coffee she didn’t want. “The pieces are simple. Her career was moving up, and his was shaky. The shakier it got, the more he did drugs and the more he turned the blame on her. She called the police that night last spring because he attacked her in their daughter’s room and she was afraid for Livvy. She was afraid for all of them.”
“She filed for divorce.”
“That was a difficult decision for her. She wanted Sam to get help, to go into counseling, and she used the separation as a hammer. Most of all, she wanted to protect her daughter. Sam had become unstable. She wouldn’t risk her child.”
“Yet it appears she opened the door to him on the night of her death.”
“Yes.” Jamie’s hand shook now. Once. She set the coffee down and folded both hands in her lap. “She loved him. Despite everything, she loved him and believed if he could beat the drugs they’d get back together. She wanted more children. She wanted her husband back. She was careful to keep the separation out of the press. Beyond the family, the only people who knew of it were the lawyers. She’d hoped to keep it that way as long as possible.”
“Would she have opened the door to him when he was under the influence of drugs?”
“That’s what happened, isn’t it?”
“I’m just trying to get a picture,” Frank told her.
“She must have. She wanted to help him, and she believed she could handle him. If it hadn’t been for Livvy, I don’t think she’d have filed papers.”
But her daughter had been in the house that night, Frank thought. In the house, and at risk. “You knew them both very well.”
“Yes.”
“In your opinion, is Sam Tanner capable of killing your sister?”
“The Sam Tanner Julie married would have thrown himself in front of a train to protect her.” Jamie picked up her coffee again, but it didn’t wash away the bitterness that coated her throat. “The one you have in custody is capable of anything. He killed my sister. He mutilated her, ripping her apart like an animal. I want him to die for it.”
She spoke coolly, but her eyes were ripe and hot with hate. Frank met that violent gaze, nodded. “I understand your feelings, Mrs. Melbourne.”
“No, no, detective. You couldn’t possibly.”
Frank let it go as Tracy shifted in his chair. “Mrs. Melbourne,” Frank began. “It would be very helpful if we were able to speak with Olivia.”
“She’s four years old.”
“I realize that. But the fact is, she’s a witness. We need to know what she saw, what she heard.” Reading both denial and hesitation on her face, he pressed. “Mrs. Melbourne, I don’t want to cause you or your family any more pain, and I don’t want to upset the child. But she’s part of this. A key part.”
“How can you ask me to put her through that, to make her talk about it?”
“It’s in her head. Whatever she saw or heard is already there. We need to ask her what that was. She knows me from that night. She felt safe with me. I’ll be careful with her.”
“God.” Jamie lifted her hands, pressed her fingers to her eyes and tried to think clearly. “I have to be there. I have to stay with her, and you’ll stop if I say she’s had enough.”
“That’s fine. She’ll be more comfortable with you there. You have my word, I’ll make it as easy as I can. I have a kid of my own.”
“I doubt he’s ever witnessed a murder.”
“No, ma’am, but his father’s a cop.” Frank sighed a little as he rose. “They know more than you want them to.”
“Maybe they do.” She wouldn’t know, she thought as she led them out and up the stairs. David hadn’t wanted children, and since she hadn’t been sure she did either, she’d been content to play doting aunt to her sister’s daughter.
Now she would have to learn. They would all have to learn.
At the door to the bedroom, she motioned the two detectives back. She opened it a crack, saw that her parents were sitting on the floor with Olivia, putting a child’s puzzle together.
“Mom. Could you come here a minute?”
The woman who stepped out had Jamie’s small build, but seemed tougher, more athletic. The tan and the sun-bleached tips of her brown hair told Frank she liked the outdoors. He gauged her at early fifties and imagined she passed for younger when her face wasn’t drawn and etched with grief. Her soft blue eyes, bloodshot and bruised-looking, skimmed over Frank’s face, then his partner’s.
“This is my mother, Valerie MacBride. Mom, these are the detectives who . . . They’re in charge,” Jamie finished. “They need to talk to Livvy.”
“No.” Val’s body went on alert as she pulled the door closed behind her. “That’s impossible. She’s just a baby. I won’t have it. I won’t have anyone reminding her of what happened.”
“Mrs. MacBride—” But even as Frank spoke, she was turning on him.
“Why didn’t you protect her? Why didn’t you keep that murdering bastard away from her? My baby’s dead.” She covered her face with her hands and wept silently.
“Please wait here,” Jamie murmured and put her arms around her mother. “Come lie down, Mom. Come on now.”
When Jamie came back, her face was pale and showed signs of weeping. But her eyes were dry now. “Let’s get this over with.” She squared her shoulders, opened the door.
  
The man who looked up had folded his long legs Indian style. His hair was a beautiful mix of gold and silver around a narrow face that was tanned and handsome. The eyes of deep amber he’d passed to his younger daughter, and to her daughter, were fanned with lines and widely set under dark brows.
His hand, long and wide-palmed, reached out to lie on Olivia’s shoulder in an instinctive gesture of protection as he studied the men behind Jamie.
“Dad.” Jamie forced her lips into a smile. “This is Detective Brady and Detective Harmon. My father, Rob MacBride.”
Rob rose, and though he offered his hand to each detective in turn, he kept himself between them and his granddaughter. “What’s this about, Jamie?”
“They need to talk to Livvy.” She pitched her voice low and gripped his hand before he could protest. “They need to,” she repeated, squeezing. “Please, Dad, Mom’s upset. She’s lying down in your room. I’m going to stay here. I’ll be right here with Livvy the whole time. Go talk to Mom. Please . . .” Because her voice threatened to break, she took a moment. “Please, we have to get through this. For Julie.”
He bent, rested his brow against hers. Just stood that way for a moment, his body bowed, his hand in hers. “I’ll talk to your mother.”
“Where are you going, Grandpop? We haven’t finished the puzzle.”
He glanced back, fighting the tears that wanted to swim into his eyes. “I’ll be back, Livvy love. Don’t grow up while I’m gone.”
She giggled at that, but her thumb had found its way into her mouth as she stared up at Frank.
She knew who he was—the policeman with long arms and green eyes. His face looked tired and sad. But she remembered he had a nice voice and gentle hands.
“Hi, Livvy.” Frank crouched down. “Do you remember me?”
She nodded and spoke around her thumb. “You’re Frank the policeman. You chased the monster away. Is it coming back?”
  
“No.”
“Can you find my mama? She had to go to heaven and she must be lost. Can you go find her?”
“I wish I could.” Frank sat on the floor, folded his legs as her grandfather had.
Tears welled into her eyes, trembled on her lashes and cut at Frank’s heart like tiny blades. “Is it because she’s a star? Stars have to be in heaven.”
He heard Jamie’s low sound of despair behind him, quickly controlled as she stepped forward. But he needed the child’s trust now, so he laid a hand on her cheek and went with instinct. “Sometimes, when we’re really lucky, very special stars get to stay with us for a while. When they have to go back, it makes us sad. It’s all right to be sad. Did you know the stars are there, even in the daytime?”
“You can’t see them.”
“No, but they’re there, and they can see us. Your mother’s always going to be there, looking out for you.”
“I want her to come home. We’re going to have a party in the garden with my dolls.”
“Do your dolls like parties?”
“Everybody likes parties.” She picked up the Kermit she’d brought with her from home. “He eats bugs.”
“That’s a frog for you. Does he like them plain or with chocolate syrup?”
Her eyes brightened at that. “I like everything with chocolate syrup. Do you have a little girl?”
“No, but I have a little boy, and he used to eat bugs.”
Now she laughed and her thumb popped back out of her mouth. “He did not.”
“Oh yes. I was afraid he’d turn green and start hopping.” Idly, Frank picked up a puzzle piece, fit it into place. “I like puzzles. That’s why I became a policeman. We work on puzzles all the time.”
“This is Cinderella at the ball. She has a bea-u-tiful dress and a pumpkin.”
“Sometimes I work on puzzles in my head, but I need help with the pieces to make the picture in there. Do you think you can help me, Livvy, by telling me about the night I met you?”
“You came to my closet. I thought you were the monster, but you weren’t.”
“That’s right. Can you tell me what happened before I came and found you?”
“I hid there for a long, long time, and he didn’t know where I was.”
“It’s a good hiding place. Did you play with Kermit that day, or with puzzles?”
“I played with lots of things. Mama didn’t have to work and we went swimming in the pool. I can hold my breath under the water for an ever, because I’m like a fish.”
He tugged her hair, peeked at her neck. “Yep, there are the gills.”
Her eyes went huge. “Mama says she can see them, too! But I can’t.”
“You like to swim?”
“It’s the most fun of anything. I have to stay in the little end, and I can’t go in the water unless Mama or Rosa or a big person’s there. But one day I can.”
“Did you have friends over that day, to play?”
“Not that day. Sometimes I do.” She pursed her lips and industriously fit another piece of her puzzle into place. “Sometimes Billy or Cherry or Tiffy come, but that day Mama and me played, and we took a nap and we had some cookies Rosa made. And Mama read her script and she laughed and she talked on the phone: ‘Lou, I love it!’ ” Livvy recited in such a smooth and adult tone, Frank blinked at her. “ ‘I am Carly. It’s about damn time I got my teeth into a romantic comedy with wit. Make the deal.’ ”
“Ah . . .” Frank struggled between surprise and admiration while Livvy tried to set another piece of her puzzle in place. “That’s really good. You have a good memory.”
“Daddy says I’d be a parrot if I had wings. I ’member lots of things.”
“I bet you do. Do you know what time you went to bed?”
  
“I’m ’posed to go to bed at eight o’clock. Chickens go broody at eight. Mama told me the story about the lady with long, long hair who lived in the tower.”
“Later you woke up. Were you thirsty?”
“No.” She lifted her thumb to her mouth again. “I had a bad dream.”
“My Noah has bad dreams, too. When he tells me about them, he feels better.”
“Is Noah your little boy? How old is he?”
“He’s ten now. Do you want to see his picture?”
“Uh-huh.” She scooted closer as Frank took out his wallet and flipped through. Cocking her head, she studied the school photo of a boy with untidy brown hair and a wide grin. “He’s pretty. Maybe he can come over to play.”
“Maybe. Sometimes he has bad dreams about space aliens.”
Forgive me, Noah, Frank thought with some amusement as he replaced his wallet, for sharing your darkest secret. “When he tells me about them, he feels better. You want to tell me about your bad dream?”
“People are yelling. I don’t like when Mama and Daddy fight. He’s sick and he has to get well, and we have to keep wishing really, really hard for him to get all better so he can come home.”
“In your dream you heard your mother and father yelling?”
“People are yelling, but I can’t hear what they say. I don’t want to. I want them to stop. I want my mama to come. Somebody screams, like in the movies that Rosa watches. They scream and scream, and I wake up. I don’t hear anything, ’cause it was just a dream. I want Mama.”
“Did you go to find her?”
“She wasn’t in bed. I wanted to get in bed with her. She doesn’t mind. Then I . . .”
She broke off and gave a great deal of attention to her puzzle.
“It’s all right, Livvy. You can tell me what happened next.”
“I’m not supposed to touch the magic bottles. I didn’t break any.”
  
“Where are the magic bottles?”
“On Mama’s little table with the mirror. I can have some when I get bigger, but they’re toys for big girls. I just played with them for a minute.”
She sent Frank such an earnest look, he had to smile. “That’s all right then. What did you do next?”
“I went downstairs. The lights were on, and the door was open. It was warm outside. Maybe somebody came to see us, maybe we can have cake.” Tears began to stream down her cheeks. “I don’t want to say now.”
“It’s okay, Livvy. You can tell me. It’s okay to tell me.”
And it was. She could look into his green eyes and it was all right to say. “It smells bad, and things are broken, and they’re red and wet and nasty. The flowers are on the floor and there’s glass. You don’t walk near glass in your bare feet ’cause it hurts. I don’t want to step in it. I see Mama, and she’s lying down on the floor, and the red and the wet is all over her. The monster’s with her. He has her scissors in his hand.”
She held up her own, fingers curled tight and a glazed look in her eye. “ ‘Livvy. God, Livvy,’ ” she said in a horrible mimic of her father’s voice. “I ran away, and he kept calling. He was breaking things and looking for me and crying. I hid in the closet.” Another tear trembled and fell. “I wet my pants.”
“That’s all right, honey. That doesn’t matter.”
“Big girls don’t.”
“You’re a very big girl. And very brave and smart.” When she gave him a watery smile, he prayed he wouldn’t have to put her through that night again.
He drew her attention back to her puzzle, made some foolish comment about talking pumpkins that had her giggling. He didn’t want her parting thought of him to be of fear and blood and madness.
Still, when he turned at the door to glance back, Olivia’s eyes were on him, quietly pleading, and holding that terrifyingly adult expression only the very young can manage.
As he started downstairs, he found his thoughts running with Jamie Melbourne’s. He wanted Sam Tanner’s blood.
  
“You were very good with her.” Jamie’s control had almost reached the end of its strength. She wanted to curl up and weep as her mother was. To mire herself in chores and duties as her husband was. Anything, anything but reliving this over again as she had through Olivia’s words.
“She’s a remarkable girl.”
“Takes after her mother.”
He stopped then, turned and looked at Jamie squarely. “I’d say she’s got some of her aunt in her.”
There was a flicker of surprise over her face, then a sigh. “She had nightmares last night, and I’ll catch her just staring off into space with that—that vacant look in her eyes. Sucking her thumb. She stopped sucking her thumb before she was a year old.”
“Whatever comforts. Mrs. Melbourne, you’ve got a lot on your mind, and a lot more to deal with. You’re going to want to think about counseling, not just for Olivia, but for all of you.”
“Yes, I’ll think about it. Right now, I just have to get through the moment. I want to see Sam.”
“That’s not a good idea.”
“I want to see the man who murdered my sister. I want to look him in the eye. That’s my therapy, Detective Brady.”
“I’ll see what I can do. I appreciate your time and cooperation. And again, we’re sorry for your loss.”
“See that he pays.” She opened the door, braced herself against the calls and shouts of the press, of the curious, crowded in the street.
“We’ll be in touch” was all Frank said.
Jamie closed the door, leaned heavily against it. She lost track of how long she stood there, eyes closed, head bent, but she jerked straight when a hand fell on her shoulder.
“Jamie, you need some rest.” David turned her into his arms. “I want you to take a pill and lie down.”
“No, no pills. I’m not having my mind or my feelings clouded.” But she laid her head on his shoulder and some of the pressure eased out of her chest. “The two detectives were just here.”
“You should have called me.”
“They wanted to talk to me, and to Livvy.”
“Livvy?” He pulled her back to stare at her. “For God’s sake, Jamie, you didn’t let them interrogate that child?”
“It wasn’t like that, David.” Resentment wanted to surface, but she was too tired for it. “Detective Brady was very gentle with her, and I stayed the whole time. They needed to know what she’d seen. She’s the only witness.”
“The hell with that. They have him cold. He was there, he had the weapon. He was fucking stoned as he’s been half the time the last year.”
At Jamie’s quick warning look toward the stairs, he sucked in a breath, let it out slowly. Calm, he reminded himself. They all had to stay calm to get through this. “They have all the evidence they need to put him away for the rest of his miserable life,” he finished.
“Now they have Livvy’s statement that she saw him, she heard him.” She lifted a hand to her head. “I don’t know how it works, I don’t know what happens next. I can’t think about it.”
“I’m sorry.” He gathered her close again. “I just don’t want you or Livvy, or any of us, to suffer more than we have to. I want you to call me before you let them talk to her again. I think we need to consult a child psychologist to make sure it isn’t damaging to her.”
“Maybe you’re right. She likes Detective Brady, though. You can tell she feels safe with him. I upset my mother.” For a moment, she burrowed against David’s throat. “I need to go up to her.”
“All right. Jamie.” He slid his hands down her arms, linked fingers with her. “They’re going to release Julie’s body day after tomorrow. We can hold the memorial service the following day, if you’re ready for it. I’ve started making the arrangements.”
“Oh, David.” Pathetically grateful, she shuddered back a sob. “You didn’t have to do that. I was going to make calls later today.”
  
“I know what you want for her. Let me take care of this for all of us, Jamie. I loved her, too.” He brought her hands to his lips, pressed a kiss to her fingers.
“I know.”
“I have to do something. Details are what I do best. I, ah, I’ve been working on a press release. There has to be one.” He ran his hands up her arms again, back down in a gesture of comfort. “It’s more your area than mine, but I figured simple was best. I’ll run it by you before it’s confirmed. But as for the rest . . . just let me take care of it.”
“I don’t know what I’d do without you, David. I don’t know what I’d do.”
“You’ll never have to find out.” He kissed her, softly. “Go up to your mother, and promise me you’ll try to get some rest.”
“Yes, I will.”
He waited until she walked upstairs, then went to the door, stared out the glass panels at the figures sweltering outside in the high summer heat.
And thought of vultures over fresh kill.






three
She didn’t want to take a nap. She wasn’t sleepy. But Olivia tried, because Aunt Jamie had asked her to, and lay in the bed that wasn’t hers.
It was a pretty room with little violets climbing up the walls and white curtains with tiny white dots on them that made everything soft and filmy when you looked through them. She always slept in this room when she came to visit.
But it wasn’t home.
She’d told Grandma she wanted to go home, that she could come, too. They could have a tea party in the garden until Mama got home.
But Grandma’s eyes had gotten bright and wet, and she’d hugged Olivia so hard it almost hurt.
So she hadn’t said anything more about going home.
When she heard the murmur of voices down the hall, behind the door of the room where her grandparents were staying, Olivia climbed out of bed and tiptoed from the room. Aunt Jamie had said, when Olivia asked, that Grandma and Grandpop were taking naps, too. But if they were awake, maybe they could go out and play. Grandma and Grandpop liked to be outside best of all. They could play ball or go swimming or climb a tree.
Grandpop said there were trees that reached right up and brushed the sky in Washington. Olivia had been there to visit when she was a tiny baby and again when she’d been two, so she couldn’t remember very well. She thought Grandpop could find a sky-brushing tree for her so she could climb all the way up and call her mother. Mama would hear if she could just get closer to heaven.
When she opened the door, she saw her grandmother crying, her aunt sitting beside her holding her hands. It made her stomach hurt to see Grandma cry, and it made her afraid when she saw her grandpop’s face. It was so tight and his eyes were too dark and mean. His voice, when he spoke, was quiet but hard, as if he were trying to break the words instead of say them. It made Olivia cringe back to make herself small.
“It doesn’t matter why he did it. He’s crazy, crazy with jealousy and drugs. What matters is he killed her, he took her away from us. He’ll pay for it, every day of his miserable life, he’ll pay. It’ll never be enough.”
“We should’ve made her come home.” Tears continued to slide down Grandma’s cheeks. “When she told us she and Sam were having trouble, we should have told her to bring Livvy and come home for a while. To get her bearings.”
“We didn’t know he’d gotten violent, didn’t know he’d hurt her.” Grandpa’s fists balled at his sides. “If I’d known, I’d have come down here and dealt with the son of a bitch myself.”
“We can’t go back, Dad.” Jamie spoke wearily, for some of that responsibility was hers. She had known and said nothing. Julie had asked her to say nothing. “If we could, I know I’d be able to see a hundred different things I could do to change it, to stop it. But I can’t, and we have to face the now. The press—”
“Fuck the press.”
From her peep through the doorway, Olivia widened her eyes. Grandpop never said the bad word. She could only goggle as her aunt nodded calmly.
“Well, Dad, before much longer they might look to fuck us. That’s the way of it. They’ll canonize Julie, or make her a whore. Or they’ll do both. We have to, for Livvy’s sake, take as much control as we can. There’ll be speculation and stories about her marriage and relationship with Sam—speculation about other men. Particularly Lucas Manning.”
“Julie was not a cheat.” Grandma’s voice rose, snapped.
“I know that, Mom. But that’s the kind of game that’s played.”
“She’s dead,” Grandpop said flatly. “Julie’s dead. How much worse can it get?”
Slowly, Olivia backed up from the door. She knew what dead meant. Flowers got dead when they were all brown and stiff and you had to throw them away. Tiffy’s old dog, Casey, had died and they’d dug a hole in the yard and put him inside, covered him up with dirt and grass.
Dead meant you couldn’t come back.
She kept moving away from the door while the breath got hot and thick in her chest, while flashes of blood and broken glass, of monsters and snapping scissors raced through her head.
Then that breath burst out, burning over her heart as she started to run. And she started to scream.
“Mama’s not dead. Mama’s not dead and in a hole in the yard. She’s coming back. She’s coming back soon.”
She kept running, away from the shouts of her name, down the steps, down the hall. At the front door, she fought with the knob while tears flooded her cheeks. She had to get outside. She had to find a tree, a sky-brushing tree, so she could climb up and call Mama home.
She fought it open and raced out. There were crowds of people, and she didn’t know where to go. Everyone was shouting, at once, like a big wave of sound crashing over her head, hurting her ears. She pressed her hands to them, crying, calling for her mother.
A dozen cameras greedily captured the shot. Ate the moment and her grief and her fear.
Someone shouted for them to leave her alone, she’s just a baby. But the reporters surged forward, caught in the frenzy. Sun shot off lenses, blinded her. She saw shadows and shapes, a blur of strange faces. Voices boomed out questions, commands.
Look this way, Olivia! Over here.
Did your father try to hurt you?
Did you hear them fighting?
Look at me, Olivia. Look at the camera.
She froze like a fawn in the crosshairs, eyes dazed and wild. Then she was being scooped up from behind, her face pressed into the scent and shape of her aunt.
“I want Mama, I want Mama.” She could only whisper it while Aunt Jamie held her tight.
  
“She’s just a child.” Unable to stop herself, Jamie lifted her voice to a shout. “Damn you, God damn every one of you, she’s only a child.”
She turned back toward the house and shook her head fiercely before her husband and her parents could step out. “No, stay inside. Don’t give them any more. Don’t give them another thing.”
“I’ll take her upstairs.” Grandma’s eyes were dry now. Dry and cold and calm. “You’re right, Jamie. We deal with them now.” She pressed her lips to Olivia’s hair as she started upstairs. For her, Olivia was the now.
 
This time Olivia slept, deep in the exhaustion of terror and misery, while her grandmother watched over her. That, Val decided, was her job now.
In less soothing surroundings, Frank Brady thought of the child he’d seen that morning. He kept the image of her, those wide brown eyes holding trustingly to his, while he did his job.
Sam Tanner was the now for Frank.
Despite the hours in prison and the fact that his system was jumping for a hit, Sam’s looks had suffered little. It appeared as though he’d been prepped for the role of the afflicted lover, shocked and innocent and suffering, but still handsome enough to make the female portion of the audience long to save him.
His hair was dark, thick and untidy. His eyes, a brilliant Viking blue, were shadowed. His love affair with cocaine had cost him some weight, but that only added a romantic, hollowed-out look to his face.
His lips tended to tremble. His hands were never still.
They’d taken away his bloody clothes and given him a washed-out gray shirt and slacks that bagged on him. They’d kept his belt and his shoelaces. He was on suicide watch, but had only begun to notice the lack of privacy. The full scope of his situation was still buried under the fog of shock and withdrawal from his drug of choice.
The interrogation room had plain beige walls and the wide expanse of two-way glass. There was a single table, three chairs. His tended to wobble if he tried to lean back. A water fountain in the corner dispensed stingy triangular cups of lukewarm water, and the air was stuffy.
Frank sat across from him, saying nothing. Tracy leaned against the wall and examined his own fingernails. The silence and overheated room had sweat sliding greasily down Sam’s back.
“I don’t remember any more than I told you before.” Unable to stand the quiet, Sam let the words tumble out. He’d been so sure when they’d finished talking to him the first time, they’d let him go. Let him go so he could find out what they’d done with Julie, with Olivia.
Oh God, Julie. Every time he thought of her, he saw blood, oceans of blood.
Frank only nodded, his eyes patient. “Why don’t you tell me what you told me before? From the beginning.”
“I keep telling you. I went home—”
“You weren’t living there anymore, were you, Mr. Tanner?” This from Tracy, and just a little aggressive.
“It’s still my home. The separation was just temporary, just until we worked some problems out.”
“Right.” Tracy kept studying his fingernails. “That’s why your wife filed papers, got sole custody of the kid, why you had limited visitation and bought that palace on the beach.”
“It was just formality.” Color washed in and out of Sam’s face. He was desperate for a hit, just one quick hit to clear his head, sharpen his focus. Why didn’t people understand how hard it was to think, for Christ’s sake. “And I bought the Malibu house as an investment.”
When Tracy snorted, Frank lifted a hand. They’d been partners for six years and had their rhythm down as intimately as lovers. “Give the guy a chance to tell it, Tracy. You keep interrupting, you’ll throw him off. We’re just trying to get all the details, Mr. Tanner.”
“Okay, okay. I went home.” He rubbed his hands on his thighs, hating the rough feel of the bagging trousers. He was used to good material, expertly cut. By God, he thought as he continued to pick and pluck at his pant legs, he’d earned the best.
“Why did you go home?”
“What?” He blinked, shook his head. “Why? I wanted to talk to Julie. I needed to see her. We just needed to straighten things out.”
“Were you high, Mr. Tanner?” Frank asked it gently, almost friend to friend. “It’d be better if you were up-front about that kind of thing. Recreational use . . .” He let his shoulders lift and fall. “We’re not going to push you on that, we just need to know your state of mind.”
He’d denied it before, denied it right along. It was the kind of thing that could ruin you with the public. People in the business, well, they understood how things were. But cocaine didn’t play well at the box office.
But a little coke between friends? Hell, that wasn’t a big deal. Not a big fucking deal, as he was forever telling Julie when she nagged him. If she’d just . . .
Julie, he thought again, and pressed his fingers to his eyes. Was she really dead?
“Mr. Tanner?”
“What?” The eyes that had women all over the world sighing blinked. They were bloodshot, bruised and blank.
“Were you using when you went to see your wife?” Before he could deny it again, Frank leaned forward. “Before you answer, I’m going to tell you that we searched your car and found your stash. Now we’re not going to give you grief about possession. As long as you’re up-front.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He scrubbed the back of his hand over his mouth. “Anybody could have put that there. You could’ve planted it, for all I know.”
“You saying we planted evidence?” Tracy moved fast, a lightning strike of movement. He had Sam by the collar and half out of the chair. “Is that what you’re saying?”
“Easy, take it easy. Come on now.” Frank lifted both hands. “Mr. Tanner’s just confused. He’s upset. You didn’t mean to say we’d planted drugs in your car, did you?”
  
“No, I—”
“Because that’s serious business, Mr. Tanner. A very serious accusation. It won’t look good for you, especially since we have a number of people who’ll testify you like a little nose candy now and then. Just a social thing,” Frank continued as Tracy let out a snort of disgust and went back to leaning on the wall. “We don’t have to make a big deal out of that. Unless you do. Unless you try saying we planted that coke when we know it was yours. When I can look at you right now and see you could use a little just to smooth the edges a bit.”
Face earnest, Frank leaned forward. “You’re in a hell of a fix here, Sam. A hell of a fix. I admire your work, I’m a big fan. I’d like to cut you a break, but you’re not helping me or yourself by lying about the drugs. Just makes it worse.”
Sam worried his wedding ring, turning it around and around on his finger. “Look, maybe I had a couple of hits, but I was in control. I was in control.” He was desperate to believe it. “I’m not an addict or anything, I just took a couple of hits to clear my head before I went home.”
“To talk to your wife,” Frank prompted. “To straighten things out.”
“Yeah, that’s right. I needed to make her understand we should get back together, get rid of the lawyers and fix things. I missed her and Livvy. I wanted our life back. Goddamn it, I just wanted our life back.”
“I don’t blame you for that. Beautiful wife and daughter. A man would be crazy to give it all up easy. You wanted to straighten out your troubles, so you went over there, and talked to her.”
“That’s right, I—no, I went over and I found her. I found her. Oh, Jesus Christ.” He closed his eyes then, covered his face. “Oh God, Julie. There was blood, blood everywhere, broken glass, the lamp I bought her for her birthday. She was lying there in the blood and the glass. I tried to pick her up. The scissors were in her back. I pulled them out.”
Hadn’t he? He thought he’d pulled them out, but couldn’t quite remember. They’d been in his hand, hot and slick with blood.
“I saw Livvy, standing there. She started running away.”
“You went after her,” Frank said quietly.
“I think—I must have. I think I went a little crazy. Trying to find her, trying to find who’d done that to Julie. I don’t remember. I called the police.” He looked back at Frank. “I called the police as soon as I could.”
“How long?” Tracy pushed away from the wall, stuck his face close to Sam’s. “How long did you go through the house looking for that little girl, with scissors in your hand, before you broke down and called the cops?”
“I don’t know. I’m not sure. A few minutes, maybe. Ten, fifteen.”
“Lying bastard!”
“Tracy—”
“He’s a fucking lying bastard, Frank. He’d’ve found that kid, she’d be in the morgue next to her mother.”
“No. No.” Horror spiked in his voice. “I’d never hurt Livvy.”
“That’s not what your wife thought, is it, Tanner?” Tracy jabbed a finger into Sam’s chest. “She put it in writing that she was afraid for you to be alone with the kid. You’re a cokehead, and a sorry son of a bitch, and I’ll tell you just how it went down. You thought about her in that big house, locking you out, keeping you away from her and your kid because she couldn’t stand the sight of you. Maybe you figure she’s spreading her legs for another man. Woman who looks like that, there’s going to be other men. And you got yourself all coked up and drove over there to show her who was boss.”
“No, I was just going to talk to her.”
“But she didn’t want to talk to you, did she, Tanner? She told you to get out, didn’t she? Told you to go to hell. Maybe you knocked her around a little first, like you did the other time.”
“It was an accident. I never meant to hurt her. We were arguing.”
“So you picked up the scissors.”
  
“No.” He tried to draw back, tried to clear the images blurring in his head. “We were in Livvy’s room. Julie wouldn’t have scissors in Livvy’s room.”
“You were downstairs and you saw them on the table, sitting there, shiny, sharp. You grabbed them and you cut her to pieces because she was done with you. If you couldn’t have her, no one was going to have her. That’s what you thought, isn’t it, Tanner? The bitch deserved to die.”
“No, no, no, I couldn’t have done that. I couldn’t have.” But he remembered the feel of the scissors in his hands, the way his fingers had wrapped around them, the way blood had dripped down the blade. “I loved her. I loved her.”
“You didn’t mean to do it, did you, Sam?” Frank picked up the ball, sliding back into the seat, his voice gentle, his eyes level. “I know how it is. Sometimes you love a woman so much it makes you crazy. When they don’t listen, don’t hear what you’re saying, don’t understand what you need, you have to find a way to make them. That’s all it was, wasn’t it? You were trying to find a way to make her listen, and she wouldn’t. You lost your temper. The drugs, they played a part in that. You just didn’t have control of yourself. You argued, and the scissors were just there. Maybe she came at you. Then it just happened, before you could stop it. Like the other time when you didn’t mean to hurt her. It was a kind of accident.”
“I don’t know.” Tears were starting to swim in his eyes. “I had the scissors, but it was after. It had to be after. I pulled them out of her.”
“Livvy saw you.”
Sam’s face went blank as he stared at Frank. “What?”
“She saw you. She heard you, Sam. That’s why she came downstairs. Your four-year-old daughter’s a witness. The murder weapon has your prints all over it. Your bloody footprints are all over the house. In the living room, the hall, going up the stairs. There are bloody fingerprints on the doorjamb of your little girl’s bedroom. They’re yours. There was no one else there, Sam, no burglar like you tried to tell us yesterday. No intruder. There was no sign of a break-in, nothing was stolen, your wife wasn’t raped. There were three people in the house that night. Julie, Livvy and you.”
“There had to be someone else.”
“No, Sam. No one else.”
“My God, my God, my God.” Shaking, he laid his head on the table and sobbed like a child.
When he had finished sobbing, he confessed.
 
Frank read the signed statement for the third time, got up, walked around the tiny coffee room and settled for the nasty dregs in the pot. With the cup half full of what even the desperate would call sludge, he sat at the table and read the confession again.
When his partner came in, Frank spoke without looking up. “This thing’s got holes, Tracy. It’s got holes you could drive that old Caddy you love so much through without scraping the paint.”
“I know it.” Disgusted, Tracy set a fresh pot on to brew, then went to the scarred refrigerator to steal someone’s nicely ripened Bartlett pear. He bit in, grunted with satisfaction, then sat. “But the guy’s whacked, Frank. Jonesing, jittery. And he was flying that night. He’s never going to remember it step-by-step.”
He swiped at pear juice dribbling down his chin. “We know he did it. We got the physical evidence, motive, opportunity. We place him at the scene. Hell, we got a witness. Now we got a confession. We did our job, Frank.”
“Yeah, but it doesn’t sit right in the gut. Not all the way right. See here where he says he broke the music box, the kid’s Disney music box. There was no music box. He’s getting the two nights confused, blending them into one.”
“He’s a fucking cokehead,” Tracy said impatiently. “His story about coming in after a break-in doesn’t wash. She let him in—her sister confirmed it was something she’d do. This guy ain’t no Richard Kimble, pal. No one-armed man, no TV show. He picked up the scissors, jammed them into her back while she was turned. She goes down—no defensive wounds—then he just keeps hacking at her while she’s trying to crawl away. We got the blood trail, the ME’s report. We know how it went down. Makes me sick.”
He pitched the pear core into the trash, then scraped his chair back to get fresh coffee.
“I’ve been working bodies for seven years now,” Frank murmured. “It’s one of the worst I’ve seen. A man does that to a woman, he’s got powerful feelings for her.” He sighed himself, rubbed his tired eyes. “I’d like a cleaner statement, that’s all. Some high-dollar lawyer’s going to dance through those holes before this is done.”
With a shake of his head, he rose. “I’m going home, see if I remember what my wife and kid look like.”
“Lawyer or no lawyer,” Tracy said as Frank started out, “Sam Tanner’s going down for this, and he’ll spend the rest of his worthless life in a cage.”
“Yeah, he will. And that little girl’s going to have to live with that. That’s what makes me sick, Tracy. That’s what eats through my gut.”
He thought about it on the drive home, through the impossible traffic on the freeway, down the quiet street where the houses, all tiny and tidy like his own, were jammed close together with patches of lawn gasping from the lack of rain.
Olivia’s face was lodged in his mind, the rounded cheeks of childhood, the wounded, too-adult eyes under striking dark brows. And the whisper of the first words she’d spoken to him:
The monster’s here.
Then he pulled into the short driveway beside his little stucco house, and it was all so blessedly normal. Noah had left his bike crashed on its side in the yard, and his wife’s impatiens were wilting because she’d forgotten to water them, again. God knew why she planted the things. She killed them with the regularity of a garden psychopath. Her ancient VW Bug was already parked, emblazoned with the bumper stickers and decals of her various causes. Celia Brady collected causes the way some women collected recipes.
  
He noted that the VW was leaking oil again, swore without any real heat and climbed out of his car.
The front door burst open, then slammed like a single gunshot. His son raced out, a compact bullet with shaggy brown hair, bruised knees and holey sneakers.
“Hey, Dad! We just got back from protesting whale hunting. Mom’s got these records with whales singing on them. Sounds like alien invaders.”
Frank winced, knowing he’d be listening to whale song for the next several days. “I don’t suppose we’ve got dinner?”
“We picked up the Colonel on the way home. I talked her into it. Man, all that health food lately, a guy could starve.”
Frank stopped, laid a hand on his son’s shoulder. “You’re telling me we have fried chicken in the house? Don’t toy with me, Noah.”
Noah laughed, his dark green eyes dancing. “A whole bucket. Minus the piece I swiped on the way home. Mom said we’d go for it because you’d need some comfort food.”
“Yeah.” It was good to have a woman who loved you enough to know you. Frank sat down on the front stoop, loosened his tie and draped an arm around Noah’s shoulders when the boy sat beside him. “I guess I do.”
“The TV’s had bulletins and stuff all the time about that movie star. Julie MacBride. We saw you and Tracy going into that big house, and they showed pictures of the other house, the bigger one where she got killed. And just now, right before you got home? There was this little girl, the daughter. She came running out of the house. She looked really scared.”
Noah hadn’t been able to tear his eyes from the image, even when those huge terrified eyes seemed to stare right into his and plead with him for help.
“Gee, Dad, they got right up in her face, and she was crying and screaming and holding her hands over her ears, until somebody came and took her back inside.”
“Oh, Christ.” Frank braced his elbows on his knees, put his face into his hands. “Poor kid.”
  
“What are they going to do with her, if her mother’s dead and her father’s going to jail and all?”
Frank blew out a breath. Noah always wanted to know the whats and the whys. They didn’t censor him—that had been Celia’s stand, and Frank had come around to believing her right. Their boy was bright, curious, and knew right from wrong. He was a cop’s son, Frank thought, and he had to learn that there were bad guys, and they didn’t always pay.
“I don’t know for sure. She has family who love her. They’ll do the best they can.”
“On the TV, they said she was in the house when it happened. Was she?”
“Yes.”
“Wow.” Noah scratched at a scab on his knee, frowned. “She looked really scared,” he murmured. Noah did understand bad guys existed, that they didn’t always pay. And that being a child didn’t mean you were safe from them. But he couldn’t understand what it would be like to be afraid of your own father.
“She’ll be all right.”
“Why did he do it, Dad?” Noah looked up into his father’s face. He almost always found the answers there.
“We may never know for certain. Some will say he loved her too much, others will say he was crazy. That it was drugs or jealousy or rage. The only one who’ll ever really know is Sam Tanner. I’m not sure he understands why himself.”
Frank gave Noah’s shoulders a quick squeeze. “Let’s go listen to whales sing and eat chicken.”
“And mashed potatoes.”
“Son, you might just see a grown man cry.”
Noah laughed again and trooped inside with his father. But he, too, loved enough to understand. And he was sure he would hear his father pacing the floor that night, as he did when his job troubled him most.
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Confession may be good for the soul, but in Sam Tanner’s case it was also good for snapping reality into sharp focus. Less than an hour after he wrote his tearful statement admitting the brutal and drug-hazed murder of his wife, he exercised his civil rights.
He called the lawyer he’d claimed had only complicated his marital problems and demanded representation. He was panicked and ill and had by this point forgotten half of what he’d confessed.
So it was a lawyer who specialized in domestic law who first claimed the confession had been given under duress, ordered his client to stick to his right to remain silent and called out the troops.
Charles Brighton Smith would head the defense team. He was a sixty-one-year-old fox with a dramatic mane of silver hair, canny blue eyes and a mind like a laser. He embraced high-profile cases with gusto and loved nothing better than a tumultuous court battle with a media circus playing in the center ring.
Before he flew into L.A., he’d already begun assembling his team of researchers, clerks, litigators, experts, psychologists and jury profilers. He’d leaked his flight number and arrival time and was prepared—and elegantly groomed—for the onslaught of press when he stepped off the plane.
His voice was rich and fruity, drawing up through the diaphragm like an opera singer’s. His face was stern and carefully composed to show concern, wisdom and compassion as he made his sweeping opening statement.
“Sam Tanner is an innocent man, a victim of this tragedy. He’s lost the woman he loved in the most brutal of fashions, and now that horror has been compounded by the police in their rush to close the case. We hope to correct this injustice swiftly so that Sam can deal with his grief and go home to his daughter.”
He took no questions, made no other comments. He let his bodyguards plow through the crowd and lead him to the waiting limo. When he settled inside, he imagined the media would be rife with sound bites from his entrance.
And he was right.
After seeing the last news flash of Smith’s Los Angeles arrival, Val MacBride shut off the television with a snap. It was all a game to them, she thought. To the press, the lawyers, the police, the public. Just another show to bump ratings, to sell newspapers and magazines, to get their picture on the covers or on the news.
They were using her baby, her poor murdered baby.
Yet it couldn’t be stopped. Julie had chosen to live in the public eye, and had died in it.
Now they would use that, the lawyers. That public perception would be twisted and exploited to make a victim out of the man who’d killed her. He would be a martyr. And Olivia was just one more tool.
That, Val told herself, she could stop.
She went quietly from the room, stopping only to peek in on Olivia. She saw Rob, sprawled on the floor with their grandchild, his head close to her as they colored together.
It made her want to smile and weep at the same time. The man was solid as a rock, she thought with great gratitude. No matter how hard you leaned on him, he stayed straight.
She left them to each other and went to find Jamie.
The house was built on the straight, clean lines of a T. In the left notch Jamie had her office. When she’d come to Los Angeles eight years before to act as her sister’s personal assistant, she’d lived and worked out of the spare room in Julie’s dollhouse bungalow in the hills.
Val remembered worrying a bit about both of them then, but their calls and letters and visits home had been so full of fun and excitement she’d tried not to smother the light with nagging and warnings. They’d lived in that house together for two years, until Julie had met and married Sam. And less than six months afterward, Jamie had been engaged to David. A man who managed rock and roll bands, of all things, she’d thought at the time. But he’d turned out to be as steady as her own Rob.
She’d considered her girls safe then, safe and happy and settled with good men. How could she have been so wrong?
She pushed that thought away as useless and knocked lightly on Jamie’s office door before opening it.
The room had Jamie’s sense of style and organization. Ordinarily the sleek vertical blinds would have been open to the sunlight and the view of the pool and flowers. But the paparazzi and their telescopic lenses had the house under siege. The blinds were shut tight, the lamps on though it was mid-afternoon.
We’re like hostages, Val thought as her daughter sent her a harried smile and continued to talk on her desk phone.
Val sat in the simple button-backed chair across from the desk and waited.
Jamie looked tired, she noticed, and nearly sighed when she realized how little attention she’d paid over the last few days to the child she had left.
As her heart stuttered, Val closed her eyes, took several quiet breaths. She needed to focus on the matter at hand and not get mired in her grief.
“I’m sorry, Mom.” Jamie hung up the phone, pushed both hands through her hair. “There’s so much to do.”
“I haven’t been much help.”
“Oh, yes, you have. I don’t know how we’d manage without you and Dad. Livvy—I can’t handle this and give her the attention she needs right now. David’s shouldered a lot of the load.”
She rose and went to the small refrigerator for a bottle of water. Her system had begun to revolt at the gallons of coffee she’d gulped down. In the center of her forehead was a constant, dull headache no medication seemed to touch.
“But he has his own work,” she continued as she poured two glasses. “I’ve had people offer to field some of the calls and cables and notes, but . . .”
  
“This is for family,” Val finished.
“Yes.” Jamie handed her mother a glass, eased her hip on the desk. “People are leaving flowers at the gate of Julie’s house. I needed to make arrangements for them to be taken to hospitals. Lucas Manning, bless him, is helping me with that. The letters are just starting to come in, and though Lou, Julie’s agent, is going to help handle them, I think we’re going to be snowed under in another week or two.”
“Jamie—”
“We already have a mountain of condolences from people in the business, people she knew or worked with. And the phone calls—”
“Jamie,” Val said more firmly. “We have to talk about what happens next.”
“This is what happens next for me.”
“Sit down.” When the phone rang, Val shook her head. “Let it go, Jamie, and sit down.”
“All right. All right.” Giving in, Jamie sat, let her head fall back.
“There’s going to be a trial,” Val began, and this had Jamie sitting up again.
“There’s no point in thinking about that now.”
“It has to be thought of. Sam’s fancy new lawyer’s already on TV, prancing and posing. Some people are hot to say he couldn’t have done it. He’s a hero, a victim, a figure of tragedy. More will say it before it’s over.”
“You shouldn’t listen.”
“No, and I don’t intend to anymore.” Val’s voice went fierce. “I don’t intend to take any chances that Livvy will hear any of it, will be exposed to any of it or be used as she was the other day when she got outside. I want to take her home, Jamie. I want to take her back to Washington as soon as possible.”
“Take her home?” For a moment, Jamie’s mind went completely blank. “But this is her home.”
“I know you love her. We all do.” Val set her glass aside to take her daughter’s hand. “Listen to me, Jamie. That little girl can’t stay here, closed up in this house like a prisoner. She can’t even go outside. We can’t risk her going to her window without knowing some photographer will zoom in and snap her picture. She can’t live like that. None of us can.”
“It’ll pass.”
“When? How? Maybe, maybe it would have eased up a little, but not now that there’s going to be a trial. She won’t be able to start preschool in the fall, or play with her friends without bodyguards, without having people look at her, stare, point, whisper. And some won’t bother to whisper. I don’t want her to face that. I don’t think you do either.”
“Oh God, Mom.” Torn to bits again, Jamie rose. “I want to raise her. David and I talked about it.”
“How can you do that here, honey? With all the memories, all the publicity, all the risks. She needs to be protected from that but not locked in a house, however lovely, in the center of it all. Are you and David willing to give up your home, your work, your lifestyle, to take her away, to devote your time to her? Your father and I can give her a safe place. We can cut her off from the press.” She took a deep breath. “And I intend to see a lawyer myself, right away, to start custody proceedings. I won’t have that man getting near her, ever again. It’s what’s right for her, Jamie. It’s what Julie would want for her.”
What about me? Jamie wanted to scream it. What about what I need, what I want? She was the one who soothed Livvy’s nightmares, who comforted and rocked and sat with her in the long dark hours. “Have you talked to Dad about this?” Her voice was dull now, her face turned away.
“We discussed it this morning. He agrees with me. Jamie, it’s what’s best. You and David could come, spend as much time as you like. She’ll always be yours, too, but not here, Jamie. Not here.”
 
Frank pushed away from his desk, surprised when he saw Jamie Melbourne. She took off her dark glasses as she crossed the squad room, then passed them restlessly from hand to hand.
“Detective Brady, I’d like to speak with you if you have a moment.”
  
“Of course. We’ll go in the coffee room.” He tried a smile. “But I’m not recommending the coffee.”
“No, I’m trying to stay away from it just now.”
“Do you want to speak with Detective Harmon?”
“It’s not necessary to pull both of you away from your work.” She moved into the cramped little room. “I came on impulse. Not an easy feat,” she added as she walked to the stingy window. At least it was a window, she thought. At least she could look outside. “There are still reporters. Not as many, but a number of them camped out. I think I ran over that snippy one from Channel Four.”
“Never liked him anyway.”
She leaned her hands on the windowsill and laughed. Then couldn’t stop. The bubble of sound had burst a hole in her dam of control. Her shoulders shook and the laugh turned to sobs. She held on to the sill, rocking back and forth until Frank drew her gently into a chair, gave her a box of tissues and held her hand.
He said nothing, just waited for her to empty out.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” Frantically she pulled tissue after tissue out of the box. “This isn’t what I came here to do.”
“If you don’t mind my saying so, Mrs. Melbourne, it’s about time you let that go. The longer you hold it in, the bigger it gets.”
“Julie was the emotional one. She felt everything in big soaring waves.” Jamie blew her nose. “And she was one of those women who looked gorgeous when she cried.” She mopped her raw and swollen eyes. “You could have hated her for that.” She sat back. “I buried my sister yesterday. I keep trying to take a step back from that now that it’s done, but it won’t stop coming into my head.”
She let out a long breath. “My parents want to take Olivia back to Washington. They want to apply for full custody and take her away.” She pulled out another tissue, then began to fold it neatly, precisely, into squares. “Why am I telling you? I was going to tell David, cry on his shoulder, then I found myself going into the garage, getting into the car. I guess I needed to tell someone who wasn’t so involved, yet wasn’t really separate. You won.”
  
“Mrs. Melbourne—”
“Why don’t you call me Jamie now that I’ve cried all over you? I’d certainly be more comfortable calling you Frank.”
“Okay, Jamie. You’re facing the worst anybody faces, and things are coming at you from all directions at once. It’s hard to see.”
“You think my mother’s right, about Livvy.”
“I can’t speak for your family.” He got up, poured some water. “As a parent,” he continued, offering the paper cup, “I think I’d want my kid as far away from this mess as possible, at least temporarily.”
“Yes, my head knows that.” But her heart, her heart didn’t know how much more it could take. “Yesterday morning, before the service, I took Livvy out in the backyard. It’s screened by trees, it seemed safe enough. I wanted to try to talk to her, to try to help her understand. This morning there was a picture of the two of us out there in the paper. I never even saw the photographer. I don’t want that for her.”
She drew in a deep breath. “I want to see Sam.”
Frank sat again. “Don’t do that to yourself.”
“I’ll have to see him in court. I’ll have to look him in the face, day after day during the trial. I need to see him now, before it begins. I need to do that before I let Livvy go.”
“I don’t know if he’ll agree to it. His lawyers are keeping him on a short leash.”
“He’ll see me.” She got to her feet. “He won’t be able to stop himself. His ego won’t let him.”
 
He took her because he decided she’d find a way to do what she felt she had to do with or without his help.
She said nothing as they dealt with security and protocol. Nothing when they entered the visitors’ area with its long counters and glass partitions. Frank showed her to a stool. “I have to back off here. I can’t have any contact with him without his lawyer at this point. I’ll be right outside.”
“I’ll be fine. Thank you.”
  
She’d braced herself so she didn’t jolt at the harsh sound of the buzzer. A door opened, and Sam was led in.
She’d wanted him to be pale, to look ill and gray and battered. How could he, she thought as her hands fisted in her lap, how could he look so perfect, so carelessly handsome? The hard lights didn’t detract from his appearance, nor the faded, ill-fitting prison clothes. If anything, they added to the appeal.
When he sat, offered her a long, pain-filled stare out of those deep blue eyes, she all but expected to hear a director call out Cut! Print!
She kept her gaze level and reached for the phone. He mirrored the move on the other side of the glass. She heard him clear his throat.
“Jamie, I’m so glad you came. I’ve been going out of my mind. Julie.” He closed his eyes. “Oh God, Julie.”
“You killed her.”
His eyes flew open. She read the shock in them, and the hurt. Oh, she thought, oh yes, he was good.
“You can’t believe that. Sweet Jesus, Jamie, you of all people know how much we loved each other. I’d never hurt her. Never.”
“You’ve done nothing but hurt her for more than a year now, with your jealousy, your accusations, your drugs.”
“I’m going into rehab. I know I’ve got a problem, and if I’d listened to her, if I’d only listened, I’d have been there that night and she’d still be alive.”
“You were there that night, and that’s why she’s dead.”
“No. No.” He pressed a hand to the glass as if he could pass through it and reach her. “I found her. You have to listen to me, Jamie—”
“No, I don’t.” She felt the calm slide over her, into her. “No, Sam, I don’t. But you have to listen to me. I pray every day, every hour, every minute of every day that you’ll suffer, that you’ll pay for what you’ve done. It’ll never be enough, no matter what they do to you, it’ll never be enough, but I’ll dream of you, Sam, in a cage for the rest of your life. That’ll help me get through.”
“They’ll let me out.” Panic and nausea spewed into his throat, burned there. “The cops don’t have dick, all they want is headlines. And when I get out, I’m taking Livvy and I’m starting over.”
“Livvy’s as dead to you as Julie. You’ll never see her again.”
“You can’t keep my own daughter away from me.” Rage leaped into his eyes, with glimmers of hate at the edges. “I’ll get out, and I’ll take back what’s mine. You were always jealous of Julie. Always knew you were second best. You wanted what she had, but you won’t get it.”
She said nothing, let him rave. His voice was an ugly buzz in her ear. She never took her eyes off his face, never flinched at the violence she saw there, or the vileness of the names he called her.
And when he’d run out, when his breath was heaving and his fists clenched, she spoke calmly. “This is your life now, Sam. Look around you. Walls and bars. If they ever let you out, if they ever unlock the cage, you’ll walk out an old man. Old and broken and ruined. Nothing but a blip on a film clip running on late-night television. They won’t even remember your name. They won’t even know who you are.”
She smiled then, for the first time, and it was fierce and bright. “And neither will Olivia.”
She hung up the phone, ignoring him when he beat on the glass, watching coolly as the guard came over to restrain him. He was shouting, she could see his mouth moving, see the angry color flood his face as the guard muscled him toward the door.
When they closed the door behind him, when she knew the lock had snicked into place, she let out a long breath. And felt the beginnings of peace.
 
The minute she arrived home, David rushed into the foyer. His arms came around her, clutched her tight. “My God, Jamie, where were you? I was frantic.”
  
“I’m sorry. There was something I needed to do.” She drew back, touched his cheek. “I’m fine.”
He studied her for a minute, then his eyes cleared. “Yes, I can see that. What happened?”
“I got something out of my system.” She kissed him, then drew away. Eventually she’d tell him what she’d done, Jamie thought. But not now. “I need to talk to Livvy.”
“She’s upstairs. Jamie, your father and I talked. I know they want to take her north, away from this.”
She pressed her lips together. “You agree with them.”
“I’m sorry, honey, but yes, I do. It’s going to be ugly here, for God knows how long. I think you should go, too.”
“You know I can’t. I’ll be needed at the trial, and even if they didn’t need me,” she continued before he could speak, “I’d have to see it through. I’d have to, David, for myself as much as for Julie.” She gave his arm an absent squeeze. “Let me talk to Livvy.”
She climbed the steps slowly. It hurt, she thought. Every step was painful. It was amazing, really, just how much pain the human heart could take. She opened the door to the pretty room she’d decorated specifically for her niece’s visits.
And saw the curtains drawn, the lights blazing in the middle of the day. Just another kind of prison, she thought as she stepped inside.
Her mother sat on the floor with Livvy, playing with an elaborate plastic castle and dozens of little people. Val glanced up, kept her eyes on Jamie’s, her hand on Livvy’s shoulder.
The gesture told Jamie just how torn her mother was, so she managed to fix on a smile as she moved forward.
“Well, what’s all this?”
“Uncle David bought me a castle.” Sheer delight bubbled in Olivia’s voice. “There’s a king and a queen and a princess and a dragon and everything.”
“It’s beautiful.” God bless you, David, Jamie thought and settled onto the floor. “Is this the queen?”
“Uh-huh. Her name’s Magnificent. Right, Grandma?”
  
“That’s right, baby. And here’re King Wise and Princess Delightful.”
While Olivia played, Jamie laid a hand over her mother’s. “I wonder if you could go down and see if there’s fresh coffee.”
“Of course.” Understanding, Val turned her hand up so their palms met.
When they were alone, Jamie sat quietly, watching.
“Livvy, do you remember the forest? Grandma’s house up in the woods, all the big trees and the streams and the flowers?”
“I went there when I was a baby, but I don’t remember. Mama said we’d go back sometime and she’d show me her best places.”
“Would you like to go there, to Grandma’s house?”
“To visit?”
“To live. I bet you could have the same room your mother had when she was a little girl. It’s a big old house, right in the forest. Everywhere you look there are trees, and when the wind blows, they sigh and shiver and moan.”
“Is it magic?”
“Yes, a kind of magic. The sky’s very blue, and inside the forest, the light is green and the ground’s soft.”
“Will Mama come?”
Yes, Jamie thought, it was amazing how much pain the heart could take and go on beating. “Part of her never left, part of her’s always there. You’ll see the places we played when we were girls. Grandma and Grandpop will take very good care of you.”
“Is it far, far away?”
“Not so very far. I’ll come visit you.” She drew Olivia onto her lap. “As often as I can. We’ll walk in the woods and wade in the streams until Grandma calls us home for cookies and hot chocolate.”
Olivia turned her face into Jamie’s shoulder. “Will the monster find me there?”
“No.” Jamie’s arms tightened. “You’ll always be safe there. I promise.”
But not all promises can be kept.






five
Olympic Rain Forest, 1987
In the summer of Olivia’s twelfth year, she was a tall, gangly girl with a wild mane of hair the color of bottled honey. Eyes nearly the same shade were long lidded under dark, slashing brows. She’d given up her dreams of being a princess in a castle for other ambitions. They’d run from explorer to veterinarian to forest ranger, which was her current goal.
The forest, with its green shadows and damp smells, was her world, one she rarely left. She was most often alone there, but never lonely. Her grandfather taught her how to track, how to stalk a deer and elk with a camera. How to sit quietly as minutes became hours to watch the majestic journey of a buck or the grace of a doe and fawn.
She’d learned to identify the trees, the flowers, the moss and the mushrooms, though she’d never developed a proficient hand at drawing them as her grandmother had hoped.
She spent quiet days fishing with her grandmother, and there had learned patience. She’d taken on a share of the chores of the lodge and campground the MacBrides had run in Olympic for two generations, and there had learned responsibility.
She was allowed to roam the woods, to wade in the streams, to climb the hills. But never, never to go beyond their borders alone.
And from this, she learned freedom had limits.
She’d left Los Angeles eight years before and had never been back. Her memories of the house in Beverly Hills were vague flickers of high ceilings and shining wood, pretty colors and a pool with bright blue water surrounded by flowers.
During the first months she’d lived in the big house in the forest, she’d asked when they would go back to where she lived or when her mother would come for her, where her father was. But whenever she asked questions, her grandmother’s mouth would clamp tight and her eyes would go shiny and dark.
From that, Olivia learned to wait.
Then she learned to forget.
She grew tall, and she grew tough. The fragile little girl who hid in closets became little more than a memory, and one that ghosted into dreams. Living in the present was another lesson she learned, and learned well.
With her chores at the campground over for the day, Olivia wandered down the path toward home. The afternoon was hers now, as much a reward as the salary her grandmother banked for her twice monthly in town. She thought about fishing, or hiking up to high ground to dream over the lake, but felt too restless for such sedentary activities. She’d have enjoyed a swim even this early in the season, but it was one of her grandmother’s hard-and-fast rules not to swim alone.
Olivia broke it from time to time and was always careful to dry her hair completely before coming home.
Grandma worried, she thought now. Too much, too often and about nearly everything. If Olivia sneezed, she’d race to the phone to call the doctor unless Grandpop stopped her. If Olivia was ten minutes late coming home, her grandmother was out on the porch calling.
Once she’d nearly called Search and Rescue because Olivia had stayed at the campground playing with other children and forgotten to come home until dark.
It made Olivia roll her eyes to think of it. She’d never get lost in the forest. It was home, and she knew every twist and turn as well as she knew the rooms in her own house. She knew Grandpop had said as much because she’d heard them arguing about it more than once. Whenever they did, Grandma would be better for a few days, but then it would start again.
She moved through the gentle green light and soft shadows of the forest and into the clearing where the MacBride house had stood for generations.
The mica in the old stone glinted in the quiet sunlight. When it rained, the hidden colors in the rock, the browns and reds and greens, would come out and gleam. The windows sparkled, always there to let in the light or the comforting gloom. It was three levels, each stacked atop the other at a different angle with decks jutting out everywhere to stitch it all together. Flowers and ferns and wild rhododendrons hugged the foundation, then sprawled out in a hodgepodge garden her grandfather babied like a beloved child.
Huge pansies with purple and white faces spilled out of stone pots, and an enormous bed of impatiens, sassy and pink, danced along the edge of the lower deck.
She’d spent many satisfying hours with her grandfather and his flowers. Her hands in the dirt and her head in the clouds.
She started down the stone walkway, varying giant and baby steps to avoid all the cracks. She skipped up the steps, spun into a quick circle, then pulled open the front door.
She had only to step inside to realize the house was empty. She called out anyway, from habit, as she walked through the living room with its big, ragged sofas and warm yellow walls.
She sniffed, pleased to catch the scent of fresh cookies. Only sighed a little when she reached the kitchen and discovered they were oatmeal.
“Why can’t they be chocolate-chip,” she muttered, already digging into the big glass jar that held them. “I could eat a million chocolate-chip cookies.”
She settled for the oatmeal, eating fast and greedily as she read the note on the refrigerator.
Livvy. I had to run into town, to go to the market. Your aunt Jamie and uncle David are coming to visit. They’ll be here tonight.
“Yes!” Olivia let out a whoop and scattered crumbs. “Presents!”
To celebrate, she reached for a third cookie, then muttered a quiet “damn” under her breath at the rest of the message.
Stay at home, honey, so you can help me with the groceries when I get back. You can tidy up your room—if you can find it. Stop eating all the cookies. Love, Grandma
  
“Sheesh.” With true regret, Olivia put the top back on the jar.
Now she was stuck in the house. Grandma might be hours shopping. What was she supposed to do all day? Feeling put upon, she clumped up the back stairs. Her room wasn’t that bad. It just had her stuff, that was all. Why did it matter so much if it was put away when she’d only want to get it out again?
Her various projects and interests were scattered around. Her rock collection, her drawings of wildlife and plants with the scientific names painstakingly lettered beneath. The chemistry set she’d been desperate for the previous Christmas was shoved on a shelf and ignored, except for the microscope which held a prominent position on her desk.
There was a shoe box crammed with what she considered specimens—twigs, dead bugs, bits of ferns, hair, scrapings of tobacco and scraps of bark.
The clothes she’d worn yesterday were in a heap on the floor. Precisely where she’d stepped out of them. Her bed was unmade and in a tangle of blankets and sheets—exactly the way it had been when she’d leaped out of it at dawn.
It all looked perfectly fine to Olivia. But she marched over to the bed, dragged the covers up, slapped the pillows a couple of times. She kicked discarded shoes under the bed, tossed clothes in the direction of the hamper or the closet. She blew away dust and eraser bits from the surface of her desk, stuffed pencil stubs in the glass jar, pushed papers in the drawer and considered it a job well done.
She thought about curling up on her window seat to dream and sulk for a while. The trees were stirring, the tops of the soaring Douglas firs and western hemlocks sighing and shifting in the incoming breeze. The western sky had taken on the bruised and fragile look of an incoming storm. She could sit and watch it roll in, see if she could spot the line of rain before it fell.
Better, much better, would be to go outside, to smell it, to lift her face up and draw in the scent of rain and pine. An alone smell, she always thought. The better to be absorbed in solitude.
She nearly did just that, was already turning toward the tall glass doors that led to the deck off her room. But all the boxes and games and puzzles jammed on her shelves pricked her conscience. Her grandmother had been asking her to sort through and straighten out the mess for weeks. Now, with Aunt Jamie coming—and surely bringing presents with her—there was bound to be a lecture on the care and appreciation of your possessions.
Heaving a long-suffering sigh, Olivia snatched down old, neglected board games and jigsaw puzzles and made a teetering stack. She’d take them up to the attic, she decided, then her room would be practically perfect.
Carefully she went up the stairs and opened the door. When the light flashed on, she glanced around, looking for the best place to store her castoffs in the huge cedar-scented space. Old lamps, not quite ready to be shipped off to Good Will, stood bare of bulbs and shades in a corner where the roofline dipped low. A child-size rocking chair and baby furniture that looked ancient to Olivia were neatly stacked against one wall along with storage boxes and chests. Pictures that had once graced the walls of the house or the lodge were ghosted in dust covers. A creaky wooden shelf her grandfather had made in his wood shop held a family of dolls and stuffed animals.
Val MacBride, Olivia knew, didn’t like to throw things away either. Possessions ended up being transferred to the attic or to the lodge or simply recycled within the house.
Olivia carried her boxes to the toy shelf and stacked them on the floor beside it. More out of boredom than interest, she poked into some of the drawers, pondered baby clothes carefully wrapped in tissue and scattered with cedar chips to keep them sweet. In another was a blanket, all pink and white with soft satin edgings. She fingered it as it stirred some vague memory. But her stomach got all hot and crampy, so she closed the drawer again.
Technically she wasn’t supposed to come to the attic without permission, and she was never allowed to open drawers or chests or boxes. Her grandmother said that memories were precious, and when she was older she could take them out. It was always when she was older, Olivia thought. It was never, never now.
She didn’t see why it was such a big deal. It was just a bunch of old junk, and she wasn’t a kid anymore. It wasn’t as if she’d break something or lose it.
Anyway, she didn’t really care.
The rain started to patter on the roof, like fingers lightly drumming on a table. She glanced toward the little window that faced the front of the clearing. And saw the chest.
It was a cherry wood chest with a domed lid and polished-brass fittings. It was always kept deep under the overhang, and always locked. She noticed such things. Her grandfather said she had eyes like a cat, which had made her giggle when she’d been younger. Now it was something she took pride in.
Today, the chest wasn’t shoved back under the roofline, and neither was it locked. Grandma must have put something away, Olivia thought and strolled casually over as if she weren’t particularly interested.
She knew the story about Pandora’s box and how the curious woman had opened it and set free all the ills upon the world. But this wasn’t the same thing, she told herself as she knelt in front of it. And since it wasn’t locked, what was the harm in opening it up and taking a peek inside?
It was probably just full of sentimental junk or musty old clothes or pictures turning yellow.
But her fingers tingled—in warning or anticipation—as she lifted the heavy lid.
The scent struck her first and made her breath come fast and hard.
Cedar, from the lining. Lavender. Her grandfather had a sweep of it planted on the side of the house. But under those, something else. Something both foreign and familiar. Though she couldn’t identify it, the waft of it had her heart beating fast, like a quick, impatient knocking in her chest.
The tingling in her fingers became intense, making them shake as she reached inside. There were videos, labeled only with dates and stored in plain black dust covers. Three thick photo albums, boxes of varying sizes. She opened one very like the box her grandparents used to store their old-fashioned Christmas balls.
  
There, resting in foam for protection, were half a dozen decorative bottles.
“The magic bottles,” she whispered. It seemed the attic was suddenly filled with low and beautiful laughter, flickering images, exotic scents.
On your sixteenth birthday, you can choose the one you like best. But you mustn’t play with them, Livvy. They might break. You could cut your hand or step on glass.
Mama leaned over, her soft hair falling over the side of her face. Laughing, her eyes full of fun, she sprayed a small cloud of perfume on Olivia’s throat.
The scent. Mama’s perfume. Scrambling up to her knees again, Olivia leaned into the chest, breathed long and deep. And smelled her mother.
Setting the box aside, she reached in for the first photo album. It was heavy and awkward, so she laid it across her lap. There were no pictures of her mother in the house. Olivia remembered there had been, but they’d disappeared a long time before. The album was full of them, pictures of her mother when she’d been a young girl, pictures of her with Jamie, and with her parents. Smiling, laughing, making faces at the camera.
Pictures in front of the house and in the house, at the campground and at the lake. Pictures with Grandpop when his hair had been more gold than silver, and with Grandma in a fancy dress.
There was one of her mother holding a baby. “That’s me,” Olivia whispered. “Mama and me.” She turned the next page and the next, all but devouring each photo, until they abruptly stopped. She could see the marks on the page where they’d been removed.
Impatient now, she set it aside and reached for the next.
Not family photos this time but newspaper clippings, magazine articles. Her mother on the cover of People and Newsweek and Glamour. Olivia studied these first, looking deep, absorbing every feature. She had her mother’s eyes. She’d known that, remembered that, but to see it so clearly, to look with her own into them, the color, the shape, the slash of dark eyebrows.
  
Excitement, grief, pleasure swirled through her in a tangled mass as she stroked a finger over each glossy image. She’d been so beautiful, so perfect.
Then her heart leaped again as she paged through and found a series of pictures of her mother with a dark-haired man. He was handsome, like a poet, she thought as her adolescent heart sighed. There were pictures of them in a garden, and in a big room with dozens of glittering lights, on a sofa with her mother snuggled into his lap with their faces close and their smiles for each other.
Sam Tanner. It said his name was Sam Tanner. Reading it, she began to shiver. Her stomach cramped, a dozen tight fists that twisted.
Daddy. It was Daddy. How could she have forgotten? It was Daddy, holding hands with Mama, or with his arm around her shoulders.
Holding scissors bright with blood.
No, no, that couldn’t be. It was a dream, a nightmare. Imagination, that was all.
She began to rock, pressing her hands to her mouth as the images began to creep in. Panic, burning fingers of it, had her by the throat, squeezing until her breath came in strangled gasps.
Broken glass sparkling on the floor in the lights. Dying flowers. The warm breeze through the open door.
It wasn’t real. She wouldn’t let it be real.
Olivia pushed the book aside and lifted out the last with hands that trembled. There’d be other pictures, she told herself. More pictures of her parents smiling and laughing and holding each other.
But it was newspapers again, with big headlines that seemed to scream at her.
JULIE MACBRIDE MURDERED
SAM TANNER ARRESTED
FAIRY TALE ENDS IN TRAGEDY
There were pictures of her father, looking dazed and unkempt. More of her aunt, her grandparents, her uncle. And of her, she saw with a jolt. Of her years before with her eyes wild and blank and her hands pressed to her ears.
JULIE’S CHILD, ONLY WITNESS TO MOTHER’S SLAYING
She shook her head in denial, ripping quickly through the pages now. There, another face that awakened memories. His name was Frank, she thought. He chased the monster away. He had a little boy and he’d liked puzzles.
A policeman. Soft, hunted sounds trembled in her throat. He’d carried her out of the house, the house where the monster had come. Where all the blood was.
Because her mother was dead. Her mother was dead. She knew that, of course she knew that. But we don’t talk about it, she reminded herself, we never talk about it because it makes Grandma cry.
She ordered herself to close the book, to put it all away again, back in the chest, back in the dark. But she was already turning the pages, searching the words and pictures.
Drugs. Jealousy. Obsession.
Tanner Confesses!
Tanner Retracts Confession. Proclaims His Innocence.
Four-Year-Old Daughter Chief Witness.
The Tanner trial took one more dramatic turn today as the videotaped testimony of Tanner’s daughter, four-year-old Olivia, was introduced. The child was questioned in the home of her maternal aunt, Jamie Melbourne, and videotaped with permission of her grandparents, acting as guardians. Previously Judge Sato ruled that the taped statement could be introduced as evidence, sparing the minor the trauma of a court appearance.
She remembered, she remembered it all now. They’d sat in Aunt Jamie’s living room. Her grandparents had been there, too. A woman with red hair and a soft voice had asked her questions about the night the monster had come. Grandma had promised it would be the last time she would have to talk about it, the very last time.
  
And it was.
The woman had listened and asked more questions. Then a man had talked to her, a man with a careful smile and careful eyes. She’d thought since it was the last time, she’d be able to go back home. That it would all go away.
But she’d come to Washington instead, to the big house in the forest.
Now, she knew why.
Olivia turned more pages, narrowed her eyes against tears until they were stinging dry. And with her jaw tight and her eyes clear, read another flurry of headlines.
SAM TANNER CONVICTED
GUILTY! JURY CONVICTS TANNER
TANNER SENTENCED TO LIFE
“You killed my mother, you bastard.” She said it with all the hate a young girl could muster. “I hope you’re dead, too. I hope you died screaming.”
With steady hands, she closed the book, carefully replaced it along with the others in the chest. She shut the lid, then rose to go turn off the lights. She walked down the stairs, through the empty house to the back porch.
Sitting there, she stared out into the rain.
She didn’t understand how she could have buried everything that had happened, how she could have locked it up the way her grandmother locked the boxes and books in the chest.
But she knew she wouldn’t do so again. She would remember, always. And she would find out more, find out everything she could about the night her mother died, about the trial, about her father.
She understood she couldn’t ask her family. They thought she was still a child, one who needed to be protected. But they were wrong. She’d never be a child again.
She heard the sound of the Jeep rumbling up the lane through the rain. Olivia closed her eyes and concentrated. A part of her hardened, then wondered if she’d inherited acting skills from either of her parents. She tucked the hate, the grief and the anger into a corner of her heart. Sealed it inside.
Then she stood up, a smile ready for her grandmother when the Jeep braked at the end of the drive.
“Just who I wanted to see.” Val tossed up the hood of her jacket as she stepped out of the Jeep. “We’re loaded here, Livvy. Get a jacket and give me a hand, will you?”
“I don’t need a jacket. I won’t melt.” She stepped out into the rain. The steady drum of it was a comfort. “Are we having spaghetti and meatballs for dinner?”
“For Jamie’s first night home?” Val laughed and passed Olivia a grocery bag. “What else?”
“I’d like to make it.” Olivia shifted the bag, then reached in for another.
“You—really?”
Olivia jerked a shoulder and headed into the house. The door slapped shut behind her, then opened again as Val pushed in with more bags. “What brought this on? You always say cooking is boring.”
That had been when she’d been a kid, Olivia thought. Now was different. “I have to learn sometime. I’ll get the rest, Grandma.” She started out, then turned back. The anger was inside her, didn’t want to stay locked up. It wanted to leap out, she realized, and slice at her grandmother. And that was wrong. Deliberately, she walked over and gave Val a fierce hug. “I want to learn to cook like you.”
While Val blinked in stunned pleasure, Olivia hurried outside for the rest of the bags. What had gotten into the girl? Val wondered as she unpacked fresh tomatoes and lettuce and peppers. Just that morning she’d whined about fixing a couple of pieces of toast, all but danced with impatience to get outside. Now she wanted to spend her free afternoon cooking.
When Olivia came back in, Val lifted her eyebrows. “Livvy, did you get in trouble at the campground?”
“No.”
“Are you after something? That fancy new backpack you’ve had your eye on?”
  
Olivia sighed, shoved the damp hair out of her eyes. “Gran, I want to learn how to cook spaghetti. It’s not a big deal.”
“I just wondered about the sudden interest.”
“If I don’t know how to cook, I can’t be independent. And if I’m going to learn, I’d might as well learn right.”
“Well.” Pleased, Val nodded. “My girl’s growing up on me.” She reached over, brushed Olivia’s cheek with her fingertips. “My pretty little Livvy.”
“I don’t want to be pretty.” Some of the fire of that buried anger smoked into her eyes. “I want to be smart.”
“You can be both.”
“I’d rather work on smart.”
Changes, Val thought. You couldn’t stop them, could never hold a moment. “All right. Let’s get this stuff put away and get started.”
With patience Val explained what ingredients they’d use and why, which of the herbs they’d add from the kitchen garden and how their flavors would blend. If she noticed that Olivia paid almost fierce attention to every detail, she was more amused than concerned.
If she could have heard her granddaughter’s thoughts, she might have wept.
Did you teach my mother how to make the sauce? Olivia wondered. Did she stand here with you when she was my age at this same stove and learn how to brown garlic in olive oil? Did she smell the same smells and hear the rain beating on the roof?
Why won’t you tell me about her? How will I know who she was if you don’t? How will I know who I am?
Then Val laid a hand on her shoulder. “That’s good, honey. That’s fine. You’ve got a real knack.”
Olivia stirred the herbs into the slow simmer of the sauce. And for now, let the rest go.






six
Because the first night Jamie and David came to visit was always treated as a special occasion, the family ate in the dining room with its long oak table set with white candles in silver holders, fresh flowers in crystal vases and Great-Grandma Capelli’s good china.
Food was abundant, as was conversation. As always, the meal spun out for two hours while the candles burned down and the sun that had peeked out of the clouds began to slide behind the trees.
“Livvy, that was just wonderful.” Jamie groaned and leaned back to pat her stomach. “So wonderful, I haven’t left room for any tiramisù.”
“I have.” Rob twinkled, giving Olivia’s hair a tug. “I’ll just shake the spaghetti into my hollow leg. She’s got your hand with the sauce, Val.”
“My mother’s, more like. I swear it was better than mine. I was beginning to wonder if our girl would ever do more than fry fish over a campfire.”
“Blood runs true,” Rob commented and winked at his granddaughter. “That Italian was bound to pop out sooner or later. The MacBride side was never known for its skill in the kitchen.”
“What are they known for, Dad?”
He laughed, wiggled his brows at Jamie. “We’re lovers, darling.”
Val snorted, slapped his arm, then rose. “I’ll clear,” Jamie said, starting to get up.
“No.” Val pointed a finger at her daughter. “You don’t catch KP on your first night. Livvy’s relieved, too. Rob and I will clean this up, then maybe we’ll all have room for coffee and dessert.”
  
“Hear that, Livvy?” David leaned over to murmur in her ear. “You cook, you don’t scrub pots. Pretty good deal.”
“I’m going to start cooking regularly.” She grinned at him. “It’s a lot more fun than doing dishes. Do you want to take a hike tomorrow, Uncle David? We can use my new backpack.”
Olivia slanted her grandmother a look, struggling not to smirk.
“You spoil her, David,” Val stated as she stacked dishes. “She wasn’t going to get that backpack until her birthday this fall.”
“Spoil her?” His face bland, David poked a finger into Olivia’s ribs and made her giggle. “Nah, she’s not even ripe yet. Plenty of time yet before she spoils. Do you mind if I switch on the TV in the other room? I’ve got a client doing a concert on cable. I promised I’d catch it.”
“You go right on,” Val told him. “Put your feet up and get comfortable. I’ll bring coffee in shortly.”
“Want to come up and talk to me while I unpack?” Jamie asked her niece.
“Could we take a walk?” Olivia had been waiting for the right moment. It seemed everyone had conspired to make it now. “Before it gets dark?”
“Sure.” Jamie stood, stretched. “Let me get a jacket. It’ll do me good to work off some of that pasta. Then I won’t feel guilty if I don’t make it over to the health club at the lodge tomorrow.”
“I’ll tell Grandma. Meet you out back.”
Even in summer, the nights were cool. The air smelled of rain and wet roses. The long days of July held the light even while a ghost moon rose in the eastern sky. Still, Olivia fingered the flashlight in her pocket. They would need it in the forest. It was the forest she wanted. She would feel safe there, safe enough to say what she needed to say and ask what she needed to ask.
“It’s always good to be home.” Jamie took a deep breath and smiled at her father’s garden.
“Why don’t you live here?”
“My work’s in L.A. So’s David’s. But we both count on coming up here a couple of times a year. When I was a girl, your age, I suppose, I thought this was the whole world.”
“But it’s not.”
“No.” Jamie angled her head as she looked over at Olivia. “But it’s one of the best parts. I hear you’re a big help at the campground and the lodge. Grandpop says he couldn’t do without you.”
“I like working there. It’s not like work.” Olivia scuffed a boot in the dirt and angled away from the house toward the trees. “Lots of people come. Some of them don’t know anything. They don’t even know the difference between a Douglas fir and a hemlock, or they wear expensive designer boots and get blisters. They think the more you pay for something the better it is, and that’s just stupid.” She slanted Jamie a look. “A lot of them come from Los Angeles.”
“Ouch.” Amused, Jamie rubbed her heart. “Direct hit.”
“There’re too many people down there, and cars and smog.”
“That’s true enough.” All that felt very far away, Jamie realized, when you stepped into the deep woods, smelled the pine, the soft scent of rot, felt the carpet of cones and needles under your feet. “But it can be exciting, too. Beautiful homes, wonderful palm trees, shops, restaurants, galleries.”
“Is that why my mother went there? So she could shop and go to restaurants and have a beautiful home?”
Jamie stopped short. The question had snapped out at her, an unexpected backhanded slap that left her dazed. “I—she . . . Julie wanted to be an actress. It was natural for her to go there.”
“She wouldn’t have died if she’d stayed home.”
“Oh, Livvy.” Jamie started to reach out, but Olivia stepped back.
“You have to promise not to say anything to anyone. Not to Grandma or Grandpop or Uncle David. Not to anyone.”
“But, Livvy—”
“You have to promise.” Panic snuck into her voice, tears into her eyes. “If you promise you won’t say anything, then you won’t.”
  
“All right, baby.”
“I’m not a baby.” But this time Olivia let herself be held. “Nobody ever talks about her, and all her pictures got put away. I can’t remember unless I try really hard. Then it gets all mixed up.”
“We just didn’t want you to hurt. You were so little when she died.”
“When he killed her.” Olivia drew back. Her eyes were dry now and glinting in the dim light. “When my father killed her. You have to say it out loud.”
“When Sam Tanner killed her.”
The pain reared up, hideously fresh. Giving in to it, Jamie sat beside a nurse log, breathed out slowly. The ground was damp, but it didn’t seem to matter.
“Not talking about it doesn’t mean we don’t love her, Livvy. Maybe it means we loved her too much. I don’t know.”
“Do you think about her?”
“Yes.” Jamie reached out a hand, clasping Olivia’s firmly. “Yes, I do. We were very close. I miss her every day.”
With a nod, Olivia sat beside her, idly played her light on the ground. “Do you think about him?”
Jamie shut her eyes. Oh God, what should she do, how should she handle this? “I try not to.”
“But do you?”
“Yes.”
“Is he dead, too?”
“No.” Nerves jittering, Jamie rubbed a hand over her mouth. “He’s in prison.”
“Why did he kill her?”
“I don’t know. I just don’t know. It doesn’t do any good to wonder, Livvy, because it’ll never make sense. It’ll never be right.”
“He used to tell me stories. He used to carry me on his back. I remember. I’d forgotten, but I remember now.”
She continued to play the light, dancing it over the rotting log that nurtured seedlings she recognized as hemlock and spruce, the rosettes of tree moss that tumbled over it, the bushy tufts of globe lichen that tangled with it. It kept her calm, seeing what she knew, putting a name to it.
“Then he got sick and went away. That’s what Mama told me, but it wasn’t really true. It was drugs.”
“Where are you hearing these things?”
“Are they true?” She looked away from the log, the flourishing life. “Aunt Jamie, I want to know what’s true.”
“Yes, they’re true. I’m sorry they happened to you, to Julie, to me, to all of us. We can’t change it, Livvy. We just have to go on and do the best we can.”
“Is what happened why I can never come visit you? Why Grandma teaches me instead of my going to school with other kids? Why my name’s MacBride instead of Tanner?”
Jamie sighed. She heard an owl hoot and a rustle in the brush. Hunters and hunted, she thought. Only looking to survive the night. “We decided it was best for you not to be exposed to the publicity, to the gossip, the speculations. Your mother was famous. People were interested in her life, in what happened. In you. We wanted to get you away from all that. To give you a chance, the chance Julie would have wanted for you to have a safe, happy childhood.”
“Grandma locked it all away.”
“Mom—Grandma . . . It was so hard on her, Livvy. She lost her daughter.” The one she couldn’t help but love best. “You helped get her through it. Can you understand that?” She gripped Olivia’s hand again. “She needed you as much as you needed her. She’s centered her life on you these last years. Protecting you was so important—and maybe by doing that she protected herself, too. You can’t blame her for it.”
“I don’t want to. But it’s not fair to ask me to forget everything. I can’t talk to her or Grandpop.” The tears wanted to come again. Her eyes stung horribly as she forced them back. “I need to remember my mother.”
“You’re right. You’re right.” Jamie draped an arm around Olivia’s shoulders and hugged. “You can talk to me. I won’t tell anyone else. And we’ll both remember.”
Content with that, Olivia laid her head on Jamie’s shoulder. “Aunt Jamie, do you have tapes of the movies my mother was in?”
“Yes.”
“One day I want to see them. We’d better go back in.” She rose, her eyes solemn as she looked at Jamie. “Thanks for telling me the truth.”
What a shock it was, Jamie thought, to expect a child and see a woman. “I’ll make you another promise right here, Livvy. This is a special place for me, a place where if you make a promise, you have to keep it. I’ll always tell you the truth, no matter what.”
“I promise, too.” Olivia held out her hand. “No matter what.”
They walked out, hands linked. At the edge of the clearing, Olivia looked up. The sky had gone a deep, soft blue. The moon, no longer a ghost, cut its white slice out of the night. “The first stars are out. They’re there, even in the daytime, even when you can’t see them. But I like to see them. That’s Mama’s star.” She pointed up to the tiny glimmer near the tail of the crescent moon. “It comes out first.”
Jamie’s throat closed, burned. “She’d like that. She’d like that you thought of her, and weren’t sad.”
“Coffee’s on!” Val called through the door. “I made you a latte, Livvy. Extra foam.”
“We’re coming. She’s happy you’re here, so I get latte.” Olivia’s smile was so sudden, so young, it nearly broke Jamie’s heart. “Let’s get our share of tiramisù before Grandpop hogs it all.”
“Hey, for tiramisù, I’d take my own father down without a qualm.”
“Race you.” Olivia darted off like a bullet, blond hair flying.
 
It was that image—the long blond hair swinging, the girlish dare, the swift race through the dark—that Jamie carried with her through the evening. She watched Olivia scoop up dessert, stage a mock battle with her grandfather over his serving, nag David for details about his meeting Madonna at a party. And she wondered if Olivia was mature enough, controlled enough, to tuck all her thoughts and emotions away or if she was simply young enough to cast them aside in favor of sweets and attention.
As much as she’d have preferred it to be the latter, she decided Olivia had inherited some of Julie’s skills as an actress.
There was a weight on her heart as she prepared for bed in the room that had been hers as a girl. Her sister’s child was looking to her now, as she had during those horrible days eight years before. Only this time, she wasn’t such a little girl and wouldn’t be satisfied with cuddles and stories.
She wanted the truth, and that meant Jamie would have to face parts of the truth she’d tried to forget.
She’d dealt with the unauthorized biographies, the documentaries, the television movie, the tabloid insanity and rumors dealing with her sister’s life and her death. They still cropped up from time to time. The young, beautiful actress, cut down in her prime by the man she loved. In a town that fed itself on fantasy and gossip, grim fairy tales could often take on the sheen of legends.
She’d done her best to discourage it. She gave no interviews to the press, cut no deals, endorsed no projects. In this way she protected her parents, the child. And herself.
Still, every year, a new wave of Julie MacBride stories sprang up. Every year, she thought, leaning on the pedestal sink and staring at her own face in the mirror, on the anniversary of her death.
So she fled home every summer, escaped it for a few days, let herself be tucked away as she’d let Olivia be tucked away.
They were entitled to their privacy, weren’t they? She sighed, rubbed her eyes. Just as Olivia was entitled to talk about the mother she’d lost. Somehow, she had to see to it that they managed to have both.
She straightened, pushed the hair back from her face. She’d let her hairdresser talk her into a perm and some subtle highlighting around her face. She had to admit, he’d been right. It gave her a softer, younger look. Youth wasn’t just a matter of vanity, she thought. It was a matter of business.
She was beginning to see lines creeping around her eyes, those nasty little reminders of age and wear and tear. Sooner or later, she’d have to consider a tuck. She’d mentioned it to David, and he’d just laughed.
Lines? What lines? I don’t see any lines.
Men, she thought now, but they’d both known his response had pleased her.
Still, it didn’t mean she could afford to neglect her skin. She took the time to smooth on her night cream, using firm, upward strokes along her throat, dabbing on the eye cream with her pinkies. Then she added a trail of perfume between her breasts in case her husband was feeling romantic.
He often was.
Smiling to herself, she went back into the bedroom where she’d left the light burning for David. He hadn’t come up yet, so she closed the door quietly, then moved to the chevel glass. She removed her robe and took inventory.
She worked out like a fiend three days a week with a personal trainer she secretly called the Marquessa de Sade. But it paid off. Perhaps her breasts would no longer qualify as perky, but the rest of her was nice and tight. As long as she could pump and sweat, there’d be no need for nips and tucks anywhere but her eyes.
She understood the value of keeping herself attractive—in her public relations work and in her marriage. The actors and entertainers she and David worked with seemed to get younger every time she blinked. Some of his clients were beautiful and desirable women, young women. Succumbing to temptation, Jamie knew, was more often the rule rather than the exception in the life she and David lived.
She also knew she was lucky. Nearly fourteen years, she mused. The length of their marriage was a not-so-minor miracle in Hollywood. They’d had bumps and dips, but they’d gotten through them.
She’d always been able to depend on him, and he on her. And the other not-so-minor miracle was that they loved each other.
She slipped back into her robe, belting it as she walked to the deck doors and threw them open to the night. She stepped out, to listen to the wind sigh through the trees. To look for Julie’s star.
“How many times did we sit out on nights like this and dream? We’d whisper together when we were supposed to be in bed. And we’d plan. Such big, shiny plans. I’ve got so much I dreamed of, so much I wouldn’t have had if you hadn’t had the big dreams first. I might never have met David if not for you. Would never have had the courage to start my own company. So many things I wouldn’t have done, wouldn’t have seen if I hadn’t followed after you.”
She leaned on the rail, closing her eyes as the wind toyed with her hair, the hem of her robe, shivered along her bare skin. “I’ll make sure Livvy dreams big, too. That nothing stops her from grabbing hold of what she needs most. And I’m sorry, Julie. I’m sorry I had a part in trying to make her forget you.”
She stepped back, rubbing her arms as the air turned chilly. But she stayed outside, watching the stars until David found her.
“Jamie?” When she turned, his eyes warmed. “You look beautiful. I was afraid you’d gone to bed while I puffed cigars and told lies with your father.”
“No, I wanted to wait for you.” She stepped into his arms, nestled her head on his shoulder. “I waited just for this.”
“Good. You’ve been quiet tonight. Are you all right?”
“Hmm. Just a little lost in thoughts.” Too many she couldn’t share with him. A promise had been given. “Tomorrow it’ll be eight years. Sometimes it seems like a lifetime ago, and others like yesterday. It means so much to me, David, that you come with me every year. That you understand why I have to be here. I know how hard it is for you to juggle your schedule to carve out these few days.”
“Jamie, she mattered to all of us. And you . . .” He drew her back to kiss her. “You matter most.”
With a smile, she laid her hand on his cheek. “I must. I know how much you love tramping through the woods and spending an afternoon fishing.”
He grimaced. “Your mother’s taking me out on the river tomorrow.”
“My hero.”
“I think she knows I hate fishing and makes me go out every summer to pay her back for stealing her daughter.”
“Well then, the least her daughter can do is make it worth your while.”
“Oh yeah?” His hands were already sliding down to mold her bottom through the thin robe. “How?”
“Come with me. I’ll show you.”
 
Olivia dreamed of her mother and whimpered in her sleep. They huddled together in a closet filled with animals who stared with glassy eyes. She shivered in the dark, holding tight, so tight because the monster raged outside the door. He was calling her name, roaring it out while he stomped on the floor.
She buried her face against her mother’s breast, pressed her hands over her ears as something crashed close, so close to where she tried to disappear.
Then the door burst open and the closet bloomed with light. In the light she saw the blood, all over her hands, all over her mother’s hair. And Mama’s eyes were like the eyes of the animals. Glassy and staring.
“I’ve been looking for you,” Daddy said, and snapped the scissors that shined and dripped.
As she tossed in sleep, others dreamed of Julie.
Images of a lovely young girl laughing in the kitchen as she learned to make red sauce like her grandmother’s. Of a much-loved companion who raced through the woods with her pale hair flying. Of a lover who sighed in the night. A woman of impossible beauty dancing in a white dress on her wedding day.
Of death, so terrible, so stark it couldn’t be remembered in the light.
  
And those who dreamed of her wept.
Even her killer.
It was still dark when Val knocked briskly on the bedroom door. “Up and at ’em, David. Coffee’s on and the fish are biting.”
With a pitiful moan, David rolled over, buried his head under the pillow. “Oh, my God.”
“Ten minutes. I’ll pack your breakfast.”
“The woman’s not human. She can’t be.”
With a sleepy laugh, Jamie nudged him toward the edge of the bed. “Up and at ’em, fish boy.”
“Tell her I died in my sleep. I’m begging you.” He pushed the pillow off his head and managed to bring his wife’s silhouette into focus. She smiled when his hand closed warmly over her breast. “Go catch fish, and if you’re very good, I’ll reward you tonight.”
“Sex doesn’t buy everything,” he said with some dignity, then crawled out of bed. “But it buys me.” He tripped over something in the dark, cursed, then limped to the bathroom while his wife snickered.
She was sound asleep when he came back, gave her an absent kiss and stumbled out.
Light was filtering through the windows when the shakes and whispers woke her. “Huh? What?”
“Aunt Jamie? Are you awake?”
“Not until I’ve had my coffee.”
“I brought you some.”
Jamie pried one eye open, focused blearily on her niece. She sniffed once, caught the scent and sighed. “You are my queen.”
With a laugh, Olivia sat on the side of the bed as Jamie struggled up. “I made it fresh. Grandma and Uncle David are gone, and Grandpop left for the lodge. He said he had paperwork to do, but he just likes to go over there and talk to people.”
“You got his number.” Eyes closed, Jamie took the first sip. “So what are you up to?”
  
“Well . . . Grandpop said that I could have the day off if you wanted to go for a hike. I could take you on one of the easy trails. It’s sort of practice for being a guide. I can’t really be one until I’m sixteen, even though I know all the trails better than mostly anyone.”
Jamie opened one eye again. Olivia had a bright smile on her face and a plea in her eye. “You’ve got my number, too, don’t you?”
“I can use my new backpack. I’ll make sandwiches and stuff while you’re getting dressed.”
“What kind of sandwiches?”
“Ham and Swiss.”
“Sold. Give me twenty minutes.”
“All right!” Olivia darted out of the room, leaving Jamie to take the first two of that twenty minutes to settle back and enjoy her coffee.
 
It was warm and bright, with a wild blue sky of high summer. A perfect day, Jamie decided, to think of what is rather than what had been.
She flexed her feet in her ancient and reliable boots and studied her niece. Olivia had her hair tucked up in a fielder’s cap with the RIVER’S END LODGE AND CAMPGROUND logo emblazoned on the crown. Her T-shirt was faded, the overshirt unbuttoned and frayed at the cuffs. Her boots looked worn and comfortable, the backpack brightly blue.
She had a compass and a knife sheath hooked to her belt.
She looked, Jamie realized, supremely competent.
“Okay, what’s your spiel?”
“My spiel?”
“Yeah, I’ve hired you to guide me on the trail today, to show me the ropes, to make my hiking experience a memorable one. I know nothing. I’m an urban hiker.”
“Urban hiker?”
“That’s right. Rodeo Drive’s my turf, and I’ve come here to taste nature. I want my money’s worth.”
“Okay.” Olivia squared her shoulders, cleared her throat. “Today we’re going to hike the John MacBride Trail. This trail is an easy two-point-three-mile hike that loops through the rain forest, then climbs for a half a mile to the lake area, which offers magnificent views. Um . . . More experienced hikers often choose to continue the hike from that point on one of the more difficult trails, but this choice gives the visitor . . . um, the chance to experience the rain forest as well as the lake vistas. How was that?”
“Not bad.”
It was, Olivia thought, almost word for word from one of the books on sale at the lodge gift shop. All she’d done was to focus on bringing the page into her head and basically reading it off.
But she’d fix that. She’d learn to personalize her guides. She’d learn to be the best there was.
“Okay. As your guide, and the representative of River’s End Lodge and Campground, I’ll be providing your picnic lunch and explanations of the flora and fauna we see on our tour. I’ll be happy to answer any questions.”
“You’re a natural. Ready when you are.”
“Neat. The trailhead begins here, at the original site of the first MacBride homestead. John and Nancy MacBride traveled west from Kansas in 1853 and settled here on the edges of the Quinault rain forest.”
“I thought rain forests were in the tropics,” Jamie said and fluttered her lashes at Olivia as they moved toward the trees.
“The Quinault Valley holds one of the few temperate rain forests in the world. We have mild temperatures and a lot of rainfall.”
“The trees are so tall! What are they?”
“The overstory of trees is Sitka spruce; you can identify them by the flaky bark. And Douglas fir. They grow really tall and straight. When they get old, the bark’s dark brown and has those deep grooves in it. Then there’s western hemlock. It’s not usually a canopy tree, and it’s shade-tolerant so it’s understory. It doesn’t grow as fast as the Douglas fir. You see the cones, all over the place?” Olivia stooped to pick one up. “This one’s a Doug-fir, see the three points? There’ll be lots of them inside the forest, but you won’t see saplings because they’re not shade-tolerant. The animals like them, and bears like to eat their bark.”
“Bears! Eek!”
“Oh, Aunt Jamie.”
“Hey, I’m your city-slicker client, remember?”
“Right. You don’t have to worry about bear if you take simple safety precautions,” Olivia parroted. “The black bear lives in this area. The biggest problem with them is they like to steal food, so you’ve got to use proper storage for food and garbage. You never, never leave food or dirty dishes unattended in your campsite.”
“But you have food in your backpack. What if the bears smell it and come after us?”
“I have the food wrapped in double plastic, so they won’t. But if a bear comes around, you should make lots of noise. You need to be calm, give them room so they can go away.”
They stepped out of the clearing and into the trees. Almost immediately the light turned soft and green with only a few stray shimmers of sun sneaking through the canopy of trees. Those thin fingers were pale, watery and lovely. The ground was littered with cones, thick with moss and ferns. The green covered the world in subtly different shapes, wildly different textures.
A thrush called out and darted by, barely ruffling the air.
“It looks prehistoric.”
“I guess it is. I think it’s the most beautiful place in the world.”
Jamie laid her hand on Olivia’s shoulder. “I know.” And a safe place, Jamie thought. A wise place for a child to go. “Tell me what I’m seeing as we go, Livvy. Make it come alive for me.”
They walked at an easy pace, with Olivia doing her best to use a tour guide’s voice and rhythm. But the forest always captured her. She wondered why it had to be explained at all when you could just see.
The light was so soft it was as if she could feel it on her skin, the air so rich with scent it almost made her head reel. Pine and damp and the dying logs that were the life source for new trees. The deceptively fragile look of the moss that spilled and spread and climbed everywhere. The sounds—the crunch of boots over needles and cones, the stirring of small animals that darted here and there on the day’s business, the call of birds, the sudden surprising gurgle of water in a little stream. They all came together for her in their own special kind of silence.
It was her cathedral, more magnificent and certainly more holy to her than any of the pictures she’d seen of the glorious buildings in Rome or Paris. This ground lived and died every day.
She pointed out a ring of mushrooms that added splashes of white and yellow, the lichens that upholstered the great trunks of trees, the papery seeds spilled by the grand Sitka spruce, the complicated tangle of vine maples that insisted on growing close to the trail.
They wound between nurse logs, shaggy with moss and sprouts, brushed through feathery crops of ferns and spotted, thanks to Olivia’s sharp eye, an eagle lording it over the branches high overhead.
“Hardly anyone uses this trail,” Olivia said, “because the first part of it’s private. But the public trails start to loop there now, and you begin to see people.”
“Don’t you like to see people, Livvy?”
“Not so much in the forest.” She offered a sheepish smile. “I like to think it’s mine, and no one will ever change it. See? Listen.” She held up a hand, closed her eyes.
Intrigued, Jamie did the same. She heard the faint tinkle of music, could just make out the slick twang of country and western.
“People take away the magic,” Olivia said solemnly, then started up the upward slant of the trail.
As they climbed, Jamie began to pick up more sounds. A voice, a child’s laugh. Where the trees thinned, sunlight sprinkled in until that soft green twilight was gone.
The lakes spread out in the distance, sparkling with sun, dotted with boats. And the great mountains speared up against the sky while the dips and valleys and gorges cut through with curves and slashes.
  
Warmer now, she sat and tugged off her overshirt to let the sun play on her arms. “There’s all kinds of magic.” She smiled when Olivia shrugged off her pack. “You don’t have to be alone for it to work.”
“I guess not.” Carefully, Olivia unpacked the food, the thermos, then, sitting Indian style, offered Jamie her binoculars. “Maybe you can see Uncle David and Grandma.”
“Maybe Uncle David dived overboard and swam home.” With a laugh, Jamie lifted the field glasses. “Oh, there are swans. I love the way they look. Just gliding along. I should’ve brought my camera. I don’t know why I never think of it.”
She lowered the glasses to pick up one of the sandwiches Olivia had cut into meticulously even halves. “It’s always beautiful here. Whatever the season, whatever the time of day.”
She glanced down, noticed that Olivia was watching her steadily. It gave her a little chill to see that measuring look in a child’s eyes. “What is it?”
“I have to ask you for a favor. You won’t want to do it, but I thought about it a lot, and it’s important. I need you to get me an address.” Olivia pressed her lips together, then blew out a breath. “It’s for the policeman, the one who took me to your house that night. His name is Frank. I remember him, but not very well. I want to write to him.”
“Livvy, why? There’s nothing he can tell you that I can’t. It can’t be good for you to worry so much about this.”
“It has to be better to know things than to wonder. He was nice to me. Even if I can only write and tell him I remember he was nice to me, I’d feel better. And . . . he was there that night, Aunt Jamie. You weren’t there. It was just me until he came and found me. I want to talk to him.”
She turned her head to stare out at the lakes. “I’ll tell him my grandparents don’t know I’m writing. I won’t tell lies. But I need to try. I only remember his name was Frank.”
Jamie closed her eyes, felt her heart sink a little. “Brady. His name is Frank Brady.”






seven
Frank Brady turned the pale-blue envelope over in his hands. His name and the address of the precinct had been handwritten, neat and precise and unmistakably childlike, as had the return address in the corner.
Olivia MacBride.
Little Livvy Tanner, he mused, a young ghost out of the past.
Eight years. He’d never really put that night, those people, that case aside. He’d tried. He’d done his job, justice had followed through as best it could, and the little girl had been whisked away by family who loved her.
Closed, finished, over. Despite the stories on Julie MacBride that cropped up from time to time, the gossip, the rumors, the movies that ran on late-night television, it was done. Julie MacBride would be forever thirty-two and beautiful, and the man who’d killed her wouldn’t see the outside of a cage for another decade or more.
Why the hell would the kid write to him after all this time? he wondered. And why the hell didn’t he just open the letter and find out?
Still, he hesitated, frowning at the envelope while phones shrilled around him and cops moved in and out of the bull pen. He found himself wishing his own phone would ring so he could set the letter aside, pick up a new case. Then with a quiet oath, he tore the envelope open, spread out the single sheet of matching stationery and read:
Dear Detective Brady,
I hope you remember me. My mother was Julie MacBride, and when she was killed you took me to my aunt’s house. You came to see me there, too. I didn’t really understand then about murder or that you were investigating. You made me feel safe, and you told me how the stars were there even in the daytime. You helped me then. I hope you can help me now.
I’ve been living with my grandparents in Washington State. It’s beautiful here and I love them very much. Aunt Jamie came to visit this week, and I asked her if she could give me your address so I could write to you. I didn’t tell my grandparents because it makes them sad. We never talk about my mother, or what my father did.
I have questions that nobody can answer but you. It’s awfully important to me to know the truth, but I don’t want to hurt my grandmother. I’m twelve years old now, but she doesn’t understand that when I think about that night and try to remember it gets mixed up and that makes it worse. Will you talk to me?
I thought maybe if you wanted to take a vacation you could even come here. I remember you had a son. You said he ate bugs and had bad dreams sometimes about alien invaders, but he’s older now so I guess he doesn’t anymore.
Christ, Frank thought with a stunned laugh. The kid had a memory like an elephant.
There’s lots to do up here. Our lodge and campground are really nice, and I could even send you our brochures. You can go fishing or hiking or boating. The lodge has a swimming pool and nightly entertainment. We’re also close to some of the most beautiful beaches in the Northwest.
Even as Frank felt his lips twitch at her sales pitch, he scanned the rest.
Please come. I have no one else to talk to.
Yours truly,
Olivia
  
“Jesus.” He folded the letter, slipped it back in its envelope and into his jacket pocket. But he wasn’t able to tuck Olivia out of his mind so easily.
 
He carried both the letter and the memory of the girl with him all day. He decided he’d write her a gentle response, keep it light—sympathetic but noncommittal. He could tell her how Noah was starting college in the fall, and how he’d been named Most Valuable Player in his basketball tournament. Chatty, easy. He’d use his work and his family commitments as an excuse not to go up to see her.
What good would it do to go to Washington and talk to her? It would only upset everyone involved. He couldn’t possibly take on a responsibility like that. Her grandparents were good people.
He’d done a background check on them when they’d filed for custody. Just tying up loose ends, he told himself now as he’d told himself then. And maybe in the first couple of years he’d done a few more checks—just to make sure the kid was settling in all right.
Then he’d closed the book. He meant it to stay closed.
He was a cop, he reminded himself as he turned down the street toward home. He wasn’t a psychologist, a social worker, and his only connection to Olivia was murder.
It couldn’t possibly help her to talk to him.
He pulled into the drive behind a bright blue Honda Civic. It had replaced his wife’s VW four years before. Both bumpers were crowded with stickers. His wife might have given up her beloved Bug, but she hadn’t given up her causes.
Noah’s bike had been upgraded to a secondhand Buick the boy pampered like a lover. He’d be loading it up and driving it off to college in a matter of weeks. The thought of that struck Frank as it always did—like an arrow to the heart.
The flowers that danced around the door thrived, due to Noah’s attention. God knew where he’d gotten the green thumb, Frank thought as he climbed out of the car. Once the boy was away at school, both he and Celia would kill the blooms within a month.
  
He stepped in the front door to the sound of Fleetwood Mac. His heart sank. Celia liked to cook to Fleetwood Mac, and if she’d decided to cook it meant that Frank would be sneaking into the kitchen in the middle of the night, searching out his well-hidden stashes of junk food.
The living room was tidy—another bad sign. The fact that there were no newspapers or shoes scattered around meant Celia had gotten off early from her job at the women’s shelter and was feeling domestic.
He and Noah suffered when Celia shifted into a domestic mode. There would be a home-cooked meal that had much more to do with nutrition than taste, a tidy house where he’d never be able to find anything and very likely freshly folded laundry. Which meant half his socks would be missing.
Things ran much more smoothly in the Brady household when Celia left the domestic chores to her men.
When Frank stepped into the kitchen, his worst fears were confirmed. Celia stood happily stirring something at the stove. There was a fresh loaf of some kind of tree-bark bread on the counter beside an enormous yellow squash.
But she looked so damn pretty, he thought, with her bright hair pulled back in a smooth ponytail, her narrow, teenage-boy hips bumping to the beat and her long, slim feet bare.
She carried a look of competent innocence that he’d always thought disguised a boundless determination. There was nothing Celia Brady wanted to accomplish that she didn’t manage to do.
Just, he thought, as she’d managed him one way or another since she’d been a twenty-year-old coed and he the twenty-three-year-old rookie who’d arrested her during a protest against animal testing.
The first two weeks of their relationship they’d spent arguing. The second two weeks they’d spent in bed. She’d refused to marry him, so they’d fought about that. But he had his own share of determination. During the year they’d lived together, he’d worn her down.
  
Unexpectedly he came up behind her and hugged her tight. “I love you, Celia.”
She turned in his arms and gave him a quick kiss. “You’re still eating the black beans and squash. It’s good for you.”
He figured he’d live through it—and he had mini-pizzas buried in the depths of the freezer. “I’ll eat it, and I’ll still love you. I’m a tough guy. Where’s Noah?”
“Out shooting hoops with Mike. He’s got a date with Sarah later.”
“Again?”
Celia had to smile. “She’s a very nice girl, Frank. And with him going off to college in a few weeks, they want to spend as much time together as they can.”
“I just wish he wasn’t so hung up on this one girl. He’s only eighteen.”
“Frank, after a half term in college, Sarah won’t be more than a vague memory. Now, what’s really wrong?”
He didn’t bother to sigh, but took the beer she held out to him. “Do you remember the MacBride case?”
“Julie MacBride?” Celia’s eyebrows lifted. “Of course. It was the biggest high-profile case of your career, and you still get sad if one of her movies comes on TV. But what about the MacBride case? You closed it years ago. Sam Tanner’s in prison.”
“The little girl.”
“Yes, I remember. She broke your heart.” Celia rubbed his arm. “Softie.”
“Her grandparents got custody, took her up to Washington State. They own a place up there, lodge, campground on the Olympic Peninsula. Attached to the national forest.”
“The Olympic National Forest?” Celia’s eyes went bright. “Oh, that’s beautiful country. I hiked up that way the summer I graduated from high school. They’ve really kept the greedy bloodsuckers at bay.”
To Celia greedy bloodsuckers were anyone who wanted to chop down a tree, demolish an old building, hunt rabbits or pour concrete over farmland.
  
“Tree hugger.”
“Ha ha. If you had any idea how much damage can be done by loggers who don’t have the foresight to—”
“Don’t start, Cee, I’m already eating beans and squash.”
She pouted a moment, then shrugged a shoulder and started to rise. Since putting her back up hadn’t been part of his strategy, he reached in his pocket for the letter. “Just read this, and tell me what you think.”
“So now you’re interested in what I think.” But after reading the first couple lines, she sat again, and the light of battle in her eyes melted into compassion. “Poor little thing,” she murmured. “She’s so sad. And so brave.”
She smoothed her fingers over the letter, then handed it back to Frank before she went back to stir her pot. “You know, Frank, a family vacation before Noah heads off to college would be good for all of us. And we haven’t been camping since he was three and you took an oath never to spend another night sleeping on the ground.”
Half the weight the letter had put on his shoulders slid off. “I really do love you, Celia.”
 
Olivia did her best to behave normally, to tuck the nerves and excitement away so her grandparents wouldn’t notice. Inside, she was breathless and jittery, and her head ached a little, but she did her morning chores and managed to eat a little lunch so no one would comment on her lack of appetite.
The Bradys would be there soon.
She’d been relieved when her grandfather had been called to the campground right after lunch to handle some little snag. It hadn’t been hard to make excuses to stay behind instead of going with him, though she’d felt guilty about being less than honest.
The guilt had her working twice as hard as she might have on cleaning the terrace outside the lodge dining room and weeding the gardens that bordered it.
It was also the perfect spot from which to watch arrivals and departures.
  
Olivia weeded the nasturtiums that tumbled over the low stone wall in cheery yellows and oranges, deadheaded the bright white Shasta daisies behind them and kept one eye on the turn toward Reception.
Her hands sweated inside her garden gloves, which she’d worn only because she wanted to be adult and shake hands with the Brady family without having grime on her fingers and under her fingernails. She wanted Frank to see that she was grown-up enough to understand about her mother, about her father.
She didn’t want him to see a scared little girl who needed to be protected from monsters.
She was going to learn to chase the monsters away herself, Olivia thought. Then, despite her plans, she absently swiped a hand over her cheek and smeared it with soil.
She’d brushed her hair and smoothed it into a neat ponytail that she’d slipped through the opening in the back of her red cap. She wore jeans and a River’s End T-shirt. Both had been clean that morning, and though she’d tried to keep them that way, the knees of her jeans were soiled now.
That would only prove that she’d been working, she told herself. That she was responsible.
They should be here by now, she thought. They had to be here soon, they just had to. Otherwise her grandfather might come back. He might recognize Frank Brady. He probably would. Grandfather remembered everyone and everything. Then he’d find ways to keep her from talking to Frank, to keep her from asking questions. All the planning, the care, the hopes she had would be for nothing if they didn’t get there soon.
A couple strolled out onto the terrace, sat at one of the little iron tables. One of the staff would come out to serve them drinks or snacks, Olivia knew. Then she’d lose the solitude.
Olivia worked her way along the border, half listening as the woman read about the trails in her guidebook. Planning tomorrow’s hike, debating whether to take one of the long ones and order one of the picnic lunches the lodge provided.
Ordinarily Olivia might have stopped working long enough to recommend just that plan, to give her own description of the trail the woman seemed to favor. The guests enjoyed the personal touch, and her grandparents encouraged her to share her knowledge of the area with them. But she had too much on her mind for chitchat and continued to work steadily down the edge of the terrace until she was nearly out of sight.
She saw the big old car bumping up the drive, but noted immediately that the man driving it was too young to be Frank Brady. He had a pretty face—what she could see of it, as he wore a cap and sunglasses. His hair spilled out of the cap, wavy and sun-streaked brown.
The woman in the passenger seat was pretty, too. His mother, Olivia guessed, though she didn’t look very old either. Maybe she was his aunt, or his big sister.
She ran through the reservations in her head, trying to remember if they had a couple coming in that day, then she spotted another figure sprawled in the backseat.
Her heart began to thud in her chest, the answering echo a dull beat in her head. Slowly she got to her feet as the car coasted around the last turn and parked.
She knew him right away. Olivia didn’t consider it at all strange that her bleary memory of his face shot into sharp focus the minute Frank stepped out of the car. She remembered perfectly now, the color of his eyes, the sound of his voice, the way his hand had felt, big and gentle on her cheek.
Her aching head spun, once, sickly, as he turned his head and saw her. She felt her knees tremble, but she pulled off her gloves and stuck them in her back pocket. Her mouth was dust dry, but she forced a polite smile on her face and started forward.
So did he.
For Olivia, at that moment, the woman and the young man who got out of the car faded into the background. As did the wall of great trees, the searing blue sky above them, the flutter of butterflies, the chatter of birds.
She saw only him, as she’d seen only him the night he’d opened the closet door.
  
“I’m Olivia,” she said in a voice that sounded very far away to her own ears. “Thank you for coming, Detective Brady.” She held out her hand.
How many times, Frank wondered, would this one little girl break his heart? She stood so poised, her eyes so solemn, her smile so polite. And her voice shook.
“It’s nice to see you again, Olivia.” He took her hand in his, held it. “Livvy. Don’t they call you Livvy anymore?”
“Yes.” Her smile warmed, just a little. “Did you have a nice trip?”
“Very nice. We decided to drive, so we needed my son’s car. It’s the only one big enough to be comfortable for that long. Celia?”
He reached out, then slipped his arm around his wife’s shoulders. It was a gesture Olivia noticed. She liked to study the way people were together. The woman fit easily against him, and her smile was friendly. Her eyes sympathetic.
“This is Celia, my wife.”
“Hello, Livvy. What a beautiful place. You know I camped in your campgrounds once, when I was Noah’s age. I’ve never forgotten this area. Noah, this is Livvy MacBride, her family owns the lodge.”
He glanced over, nodded—polite but distant. “Hey” was all he said as he tucked his hands in his back pockets. Behind the dark glasses, he took in every feature of her face.
She was taller than he expected. Gangly. He reminded himself his image of her was stuck on the little girl with her hands clamped over her ears and her face wild with fear and grief.
He’d never forgotten how she’d looked. He’d never forgotten her.
“Noah’s a man of few words these days,” Celia said soberly, but the way her eyes laughed had Olivia smiling again.
“You can leave your car here if you want while you check in. All the lake-view units were booked, but you have a really nice view of the forest. It’s one of the family units on the ground floor and has its own patio.”
  
“It sounds wonderful. I remember taking pictures of the lodge all those years ago.” To put Olivia at ease, Celia laid a hand on her shoulder and turned to study the building. “It looks as if it grew here, like the trees.”
It was grand and old and dignified. Three stories, with the main section under a steeply pitched roof. Windows were generous, to offer the guests stunning views. The wood had weathered to a soft brown and, with the deep green trim, seemed as much a part of the forest as the giant trees that towered over it.
Pathways were fashioned of stone with small evergreens and clumps of ferns and wildflowers scattered throughout. Rather than manicured, the grounds looked appealingly wild and untouched.
“It’s not intrusive at all. Whoever built it understood the importance of working with nature instead of beating it back.”
“My great-grandfather. He did the original building, then he and his brother and my grandfather added on to it. He named it, too.” Olivia resisted the urge to rub her damp palms on her jeans. “There’s no river that ends here or anything. It’s a metaphor.”
“For finding rest and shelter at the end of a journey,” Celia suggested and made Olivia smile.
“Yeah, exactly. That’s what he wanted to do. It was really just an inn at first, and now it’s a resort. But we want that same restful atmosphere and are dedicated to preserving the area and seeing to it that the lodge adds to rather than detracts from the purity of the forest and lakes.”
“You’re talking her language.” Frank winked. “Celia’s a staunch conservationist.”
“So is anyone with brains,” Olivia said automatically and had Celia nodding in approval.
“We’re going to get along just fine. Why don’t you show me around the lodge while these big strong men deal with the luggage?”
Olivia glanced back at Frank as Celia led her off. Impatience all but shimmered around her, but she did as she was asked and opened one half of the great double doors.
“I never made it inside during my other trip,” Celia was saying. “I was on a pretty tight budget, and I was busy turning my nose up at any established creature comforts. I was one of the first hippies.”
Olivia stopped, blinked. “Really? You don’t look like a hippy.”
“I only wear my love beads on special occasions now—like the anniversary of Woodstock.”
“Was Frank a hippy, too?”
“Frank?” Celia threw back her head and laughed in sheer delight. “Oh no, not Mister Conservative. That man was born a cop—and a Republican. Well,” she said with a sigh, “what can you do? Oh, but this is lovely.”
She turned a half circle in the main lobby, admiring the floors and walls of natural pine and fir, the great stone fireplace filled in the warmth of August with fresh flowers rather than flames. Chairs and sofas in soft earth tones were arranged in cozy groups.
Several guests were enjoying coffee or wine while they sat and contemplated the views or studied their guidebooks.
There was Native American art in paintings and wall hangings and rugs, and copper pails that held generous bouquets of fresh flowers or greenery.
It seemed more like a sprawling living room than a lobby, which, Celia imagined, had been just the intention.
The front desk was a polished wood counter manned by two clerks in crisp white shirts and hunter green vests. Daily activities were handwritten on an old slate board, and a stoneware bowl of pastel-colored mints sat on the counter.
“Welcome to River’s End.” The female clerk had a quick grin for Olivia before she turned a welcoming smile on Celia. “Will you be staying with us?”
“Yes, Celia Brady and family. My husband and son are getting our luggage.”
“Yes, Mrs. Brady, we’re happy to have you.” While she spoke, the clerk tapped her fingers over the keyboard below the counter. “I hope you had a pleasant trip.”
“Very.” Celia noted the name tag pinned to the vest. “Thank you, Sharon.”
“And you’ll be staying with us for five nights. You have our family package, which includes breakfast for three every morning, any one of our guided tours . . .”
Olivia tuned out Sharon’s welcome address and explanation and looked toward the door. Her stomach began to flutter again as Frank came in with Noah behind him. They were loaded down with luggage and backpacks.
“I can help you with that. Sharon, I can show the Bradys to their rooms and tell them where everything is.”
“Thanks, Livvy. You can’t do better than with a MacBride as your guide, Mrs. Brady. Enjoy your stay.”
“It’s this way.” Struggling not to hurry, Olivia led the way down a hallway off the lobby, turned right. “The health club is to the left and complimentary to guests. You can reach the pool through there or by going out the south entrance.”
She rattled off information, meal service times, room service availability, lounge hours, rental information for canoes, fishing gear, bikes.
At the door to their rooms, she stood back, and despite nerves found herself pleased when Celia let out a little gasp of pleasure.
“It’s great! Just great! Oh, Frank, look at that view. It’s like being in the middle of the forest.” She moved immediately to the patio doors and flung them open. “Why do we live in the city?”
“It has something to do with employment,” Frank said dryly.
“The master bedroom is in here, and the second bedroom there.”
“I’ll go dump my stuff.” Noah headed off to the other end of the sitting room.
“You’ll want to unpack, get settled in.” Olivia linked her hands together, pulled them apart. “Is there anything I can get you, or any questions . . . I—there are some short, easy trails if you want to do any exploring this afternoon.”
“Frank, why don’t you play scout?” Celia smiled, unable to resist the plea in Olivia’s eyes. “Noah and I will probably laze by the pool for a bit. Livvy can show you around now and you can stretch your legs.”
“Good idea. Do you mind, Livvy?”
“No. No, I don’t mind. We can go right out this way.” She gestured to the patio doors. “There’s an easy half-mile loop; you don’t even need any gear.”
“Sounds perfect.” He kissed Celia, ran a hand down her arm. “See you in a bit.”
“Take your time.” She walked to the door after them, watched the girl lead the man toward the trees.
“Mom?”
She didn’t turn, kept watching until the two figures slipped into the shadows of the forest. “Hmmm?”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Tell you what, Noah?”
“That’s Julie MacBride’s kid, isn’t it?”
Celia turned now to where Noah stood in the doorway of his room, his shoulder nonchalantly propped against the frame, his eyes alert and just a bit annoyed.
“Yes. Why?”
“We didn’t come up here to play in the woods and go fishing. Dad hates fishing, and his idea of a vacation is lying in the hammock in the backyard.”
She nearly laughed. It was exactly true. “What’s your point?”
“He came up to see the kid. Does that mean something new’s come up on the Julie MacBride murder?”
“No. It’s nothing like that. I didn’t know you had any interest in that business, Noah.”
“Why wouldn’t I?” He pushed away from the doorway and picked up one of the bright red apples in a blue bowl on the table. “It was Dad’s case, and a big one. People still talk about it. And he thinks about it.” Noah jerked his chin in the direction his father had taken. “Even if he doesn’t talk about it. What’s the deal, Mom?”
Celia lifted her shoulders, let them fall. “The girl—Olivia—wrote to him. She has some questions. I don’t think her grandparents have told her very much, and I don’t think they know she wrote your father. So, let’s give the two of them a little room.”
“Sure.” Noah bit into the apple, and his gaze drifted toward the window where the tall young girl had led the man toward the trees. “I was just wondering.”
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The trees closed them in, like giant bars in an ancient prison. Frank had expected a kind of openness and charm, and instead found himself uneasily walking through a strange world where the light glowed eerily green and nature came in odd, primitive shapes.
Even the sounds and smells were foreign, potent and ripe. Dampness clung to the air. He’d have been more comfortable in a dark alley in East L.A.
He caught himself glancing over his shoulder and wishing for the comforting weight of his weapon.
“You ever get lost in here?” he asked Olivia.
“No, but people do sometimes. You should always carry a compass, and stay on the marked trails if you’re a novice.” She tipped up her face to study his. “I guess you’re an urban hiker.”
He grinned at the term. “You got that right.”
She smiled, and the humor made her eyes glow. “Aunt Jamie said that’s what she is now. But you can get lost in the city, too, can’t you?”
“Yeah. Yeah, you can.”
She looked away now, slowing her pace. “It was nice of you to come. I didn’t think you would. I wasn’t sure you’d even remember me.”
“I remember you, Livvy.” He touched her arm lightly, felt the stiffness and control a twelve-year-old shouldn’t have. “I’ve thought about you, wondered how you were.”
“My grandparents are great. I love living here. I can’t imagine living anywhere else. People come here for vacation, but I get to live here all the time.” She said it all very fast, as if she needed to get out everything good before she turned a corner.
“You have a nice family,” she began.
“Thanks. I think I’ll probably keep them.”
  
Her smile came and went quickly. “I have a nice family, too. But I . . . That’s a nurse log,” she pointed out as nerves crept back into her voice. “When a tree falls, or branches do, the forest makes use of them. Nothing’s wasted here. That’s a Douglas fir, and you can see the sprouts of western hemlock growing out of it, and the spread of moss, the ferns and mushrooms. When something dies here, it gives other things a chance to live.”
She looked up at him again, her eyes a shimmering amber behind a sheen of tears. “Why did my mother die?”
“I can’t answer that, Livvy. I can never really answer the why, and it’s the hardest part of my job.”
“It was a waste, wasn’t it? A waste of something good and beautiful. She was good and beautiful, wasn’t she?”
“Yes, yes she was.”
With a nod, she began to walk again and didn’t speak until she was certain she’d fought back the tears. “But my father wasn’t. He couldn’t have been good and beautiful, not really. But she fell in love with him, and she married him.”
“Your father had problems.”
“Drugs,” she said flatly. “I read about it in newspapers my grandmother has put away in our attic. He took drugs and he killed her. He couldn’t have loved her. He couldn’t have loved either of us.”
“Livvy, life isn’t always that simple, that black-and-white.”
“If you love something, you take care of it. You protect it. If you love enough, you’d die to protect it.” She spoke softly, but her voice was fierce. “He says he didn’t do it. But he did. I saw him. I can still see him if I let myself.” She pressed her lips together. “He would have killed me, too, if I hadn’t gotten away.”
“I don’t know.” How did he answer this child, with her quiet voice and old eyes. “It’s possible.”
“You talked to him. After.”
“Yes. That’s part of my job.”
“Is he crazy?”
  
Frank opened his mouth, closed it again. There were no pat answers here. “The court didn’t think so.”
“But did you?”
Frank let out a sigh. He could see how they’d circled around now, see parts of the roofline, the glint of the windows of the inn. “Livvy, I think he was weak, and the drugs played into that weakness. They made him believe things that weren’t true and do things that weren’t right. Your mother separated from him to protect you as much, probably more, than herself. And, I think, hoping it would push him into getting help.”
But it didn’t, Olivia thought. It didn’t make him get help, it didn’t protect anyone.
“If he wasn’t living there anymore, why was he in the house that night?”
“The evidence indicated she let him in.”
“Because she still loved him.” She shook her head before Frank could answer. “It’s all right. I understand. Will they keep him in jail forever?”
There are so few forevers, Frank thought. “He was given a sentence of twenty years to life, the first fifteen without possibility of parole.”
Her eyes narrowed in a frown of concentration. Fifteen years was longer than she’d been alive, but it wasn’t enough. “Does that mean he can just get out in seven more years? Just like that, after what he did?”
“No, not necessarily. The system . . .” How could he possibly explain the twists and turns of it to a child? “He’ll go before a panel, like a test.”
“But the people on the panel don’t know. They weren’t there. It won’t matter to them.”
“Yes, it will matter. I can go.” And he would, Frank decided, and speak for the child. “I’m allowed to go and address the panel because I was there.”
“Thank you.” The tears wanted to come back, so she held out a hand to shake his. “Thank you for talking to me.”
  
“Livvy.” He took her hand, then touched his free one to her cheek. “You can call or write me anytime you want.”
“Really?”
“I’d like it if you did.”
The tears stopped burning, her nerves smoothed out. “Then I will. I’m really glad you came. I hope you and your family have a good time. If you want, I can sign you up for one of the guided hikes while you’re here, or I can show you which trails you can take on your own.”
Going with instinct, Frank smiled at her. “We’d like that, but only if we can hire you as guide. We want the best.”
She studied him with calm and sober eyes. “Skyline Trail’s only thirty-one miles.” When his mouth fell open, she smiled a little. “Just kidding. I know a nice day hike if you like to take pictures.”
“What’s your definition of a nice day hike?”
Her grin flashed, quick and surprising. “Just a couple of miles. You’ll see beaver and osprey. The lodge can make up a boxed lunch if you want a picnic.”
“Sold. How about tomorrow?”
“I’ll check with my grandfather, but it should be all right. I’ll come by about eleven-thirty.” She glanced down at his scuffed high-tops. “You’d be better off with boots, but those are okay if you don’t have them. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Livvy?” he called when she turned back toward the trees. “Should I buy a compass?”
She tossed a quick smile over her shoulder. “I won’t let you get lost.”
She walked into the trees, going fast now until she was sure no one could see. Then she stopped, hugging herself hard, rocking, letting the tears spill out.
They were hot and stinging; her chest ached with them as it hitched. But after they’d fallen, after she was able to breathe again, to scrub her face dry with her hands, she felt better.
And at age twelve, Olivia decided what she would do with and how she would live her life. She would learn all there was to learn about the forest, the lakes, the mountains that were her home. She would live and she would work in the place she loved, the place where her mother had grown up.
She would, over time, find out more about her mother. And about the man who killed her. She would love the first with all her heart. Just as she would hate the second.
And she would never, never fall in love the way her mother had.
She would become her own woman. Starting now.
She stopped to wash her face in the stream, then sat quietly until she was sure all traces of tears and tattered emotions were gone. Her grandparents were to be protected—that was another promise she made herself. She would see to it that nothing she did ever caused them pain.
So when she walked into the clearing and saw her grandfather weeding his flowers, she crossed to him, knelt beside him with a smile. “I just did this over at the lodge. The gardens look really nice there.”
“You got my green thumb, kiddo.” He winked at her. “We won’t talk about the color of your grandmother’s.”
“She does okay with houseplants. A family just checked into the lodge. A couple and their son.” Casually, Olivia uprooted a weed. She didn’t want to lie to him, but she thought it wisest to skirt around the bare truth. “The mother said she’d hiked around here when she was a teenager, but I don’t think the other two know a bush from a porcupine. Anyway, they’d like me to go out with them tomorrow, just a short hike. I thought I’d take them to Irely Lake, along the river so they could take pictures.”
He sat back on his heels, the line of worry already creasing his forehead. “I don’t know, Livvy.”
“I’d like to do it. I know the way, and I want to start learning even more about running the lodge and campground, more about the trails and even the backcountry areas. I’ve gone along on guided hikes before, and I want to see if I can do one by myself. It’s just down to Irely. If I do a good job, I could start training to guide other hikes during the summer and maybe give talks and stuff for kids. When I’m older, I could even do overnights, and be a naturalist like they have in the park. Only I’d be better, because I grew up here. Because it’s home.”
He reached out to skim his knuckles over her cheek. He could see Julie in her eyes, Julie, when she’d been a young girl and telling him of her dreams to be a great actress. Her dream had taken her away from him. Olivia’s would keep her close.
“You’re still young enough to change your mind a dozen times.”
“I won’t. But anyway, I won’t know if I’m good or if it’s really what I want until I try. I want to try, just a little bit, tomorrow.”
“Just down to Irely?”
“I showed the father the loop trail from the inn before I left. He kept talking about getting lost.” She shared an easy chuckle with Rob. “I think Irely’s about all he can handle.”
Knowing she’d won, she got up, brushed off her jeans. “I’m going to go see if Grandma needs any help with dinner.” Then she stopped, leaned down to wrap her arms around Rob’s neck. “I’m going to make you proud of me.”
“I am proud of you, baby.”
She hugged tighter. “Just wait,” she whispered, then darted inside.
 
Olivia was exactly on time. She’d decided that would be important to how she lived her life from now on. She would always be prompt; she would always be prepared.
She arrived early at the lodge to collect the boxed lunch for the hike. It would be her job to carry the supplies. She was young and strong, she thought as she stowed them in her backpack. She would get older, and she would get stronger.
She shouldered the pack, adjusted the straps.
She had her compass, her knife, bottled water, spare plastic bags to seal up any trash or garbage, her camera, a notepad and pencils, a first-aid kit.
She’d spent three hours the night before reading, studying, absorbing information and history. She was going to see to it that the Bradys had an entertaining, and an educational, afternoon.
When she walked around to the patio entrance of the unit, she saw Noah sitting in one of the wooden chairs. He was wearing headphones and tapping his fingers restlessly on the arm of the chair. His legs were long, clad in ripped jeans and stretched out to cross at the ankles of high-top Nikes.
He wore sunglasses with very dark lenses. It occurred to her she’d yet to see him without them. His hair was damp as if he’d recently come from the shower or the pool. It was casually slicked back and drying in the sun.
She thought he looked like a rock star.
Shyness wanted to swallow her, but she straightened her shoulders. If she was going to be a guide, she had to learn to get over being shy around boys and everyone else. “Hi.”
His head moved a little, his fingers stopped tapping. She realized he’d probably had his eyes closed behind those black lenses and hadn’t even seen her.
“Yeah, hi.” He reached down to turn off the cassette that was singing in his ears. “I’ll get the troops.”
When he stood up, she had to tip back her head to keep her eyes on his face. “Did you try the pool?”
“Yeah.” He gave her a grin and had the woman’s heart still sleeping in the child’s breast stirring. “Water’s cold.” He opened the patio door. “Hey, the trailblazer’s here.” There was a muffled response from behind the bedroom door before he turned back to Olivia. “You might as well sit down. Mom’s never ready on time.”
“There’s no hurry.”
“Good thing.”
Deciding it was more polite to sit since he’d asked her to, she lowered herself to the stone patio. She fell into a silence that was part shyness and part simple inexperience.
Noah studied her profile. She interested him because of her connection to his father and to Julie MacBride and, he admitted, because of her connection to murder. Murder fascinated him.
  
He would have asked her about it if he hadn’t been certain both his parents would have skinned him for it. He might have risked that, but he remembered the image of the small child with her hands over her ears and tears flooding her cheeks.
“So . . . what do you do around here?”
Her gaze danced in his direction, then away. “Stuff.” She felt the heat climb into her cheeks at the foolishness of the answer.
“Oh yeah, stuff. We never do that in California.”
“Well, I do chores, help out at the campground and here at the lodge. I hike and fish. I’m learning about the history of the area, the flora and fauna, that sort of thing.”
“Where do you go to school?”
“My grandmother teaches me at home.”
“At home?” He tipped down his sunglasses so she got a glimpse of deep green eyes. “Some deal.”
“She’s pretty strict,” Olivia mumbled, then leaped to her feet in relief when Frank stepped out.
“Celia’s coming. I figured I should go get our lunch.”
“I have it.” Olivia shifted her pack. “Cold fried chicken, potato salad, fruit and pound cake. Sal, that’s the chef, he makes the best.”
“You shouldn’t carry all that,” Frank began, but she stepped back.
“It’s part of my job.” Then she looked past him, saw Celia and felt shy again. “Good morning, Mrs. Brady.”
“Good morning. I saw a deer out my window this morning. She stepped through the fog like something out of a fairy tale. By the time I snapped out of it and dug out my camera, she was gone.”
“You’ll probably see more. The blacktail is common in the forest. You might catch sight of a Roosevelt elk, too.”
Celia tapped the camera hanging from a strap around her neck as she stepped out. “This time, I’m prepared.”
“If you’re ready, we’ll get started.” Olivia had already, subtly she hoped, checked out their shoes and clothes and gear. It would do well enough for the short, easy hike. “You can stop me anytime you want to take pictures or rest or ask questions. I don’t know how much you know about Olympic, or the rainforest,” she began as she started the walk.
She’d practiced her presentation that morning as she’d dressed and led into it very much as she had when her aunt had played tourist for her.
When she mentioned bear, Celia didn’t squeal as Jamie had, but sighed. “Oh, I’d love to see one.”
“Jeez, Mom, you would.”
Celia laughed and hooked an arm around Noah’s neck. “Hopeless city boys, Livvy. Both of them. You’ve got your work cut out for you with these two.”
“That’s okay, it’s good practice.”
She identified trees for them, but got the feeling only Celia was particularly interested. Though Noah did seem to perk up when she spotted an eagle for him high in the moss- and lichen-draped trees. But when she cut over to the river and the world opened up a bit, all three of her charges seemed to get into the spirit.
“This is the Quinault,” Olivia told them. “It runs to the coast. The Olympic Range rings the interior.”
“God, it’s beautiful. It takes your breath away.” Celia had her camera up, busily framing and snapping. “Look at the way the mountains stand against the sky, Frank. White and green and gray against that blue. It’s like taking a picture of a painting.”
Olivia scrambled around in her head for what she knew about the mountains. “Ah, Mount Olympus is actually less than eight thousand feet at its peak, but it rises from the rain forest at almost sea level, so it looks bigger. It has, I think it’s six, glaciers. We’re on the western slopes of the range.”
She led them along the river, pointing out the clever dams the beavers built, the stringlike petals of wild goldthread, the delicate white of marsh marigold. They passed other hikers on the trail, singles and groups.
Celia stopped often for pictures, and her men posed with patience if not enthusiasm. When Olivia managed to catch a red-legged frog, Celia took pictures of that as well, laughing in delight when it let out its long feeble croak.
  
Then she surprised Olivia by stroking a long finger over the frog’s back. Hardly any of the women Olivia knew wanted to pet frogs. When she released it, she and Celia smiled at each other in perfect unity.
“Your mother’s found a soul sister,” Frank muttered to Noah.
Olivia was about to point out an osprey nest when a toddler raced down the trail, evading the young parents who called and rushed after him.
He tripped and came to a skidding halt on knees and elbows almost at Olivia’s feet. And wailed like a thousand bagpipes.
She started to bend down, but Noah was faster and had the boy scooped up, jiggling him cheerfully. “Uh-oh. Wipeout.”
“Scotty! Oh, honey, I told you not to run!” The frantic mother grabbed for him, then looked back at her out-of-breath husband. “He’s bleeding. He’s scraped his knees.”
“Damn it. How bad? Let’s see, buddy.”
As the boy screamed and sobbed, Olivia slipped off her pack. “You’ll need to wash his cuts. I have some bottled water and a first-aid kit.”
She went to work so efficiently, Frank signaled Celia back.
“You’ll have to hold him still,” Olivia said. “I can’t clean it if he’s kicking.”
“I know it hurts, honey, I know. We’re going to make it all better.” The mother kissed Scotty’s cheeks. “Here, let me clean off the cuts. Thanks so much.” She took the cloth Olivia had dampened and struggled with her husband to keep the child still long enough to see the damage.
“Just scrapes. Knocked the bark off, buddy.” The father kept his voice light, but his face was very pale as his wife cleaned the blood away.
Olivia handed over antiseptic, and one glance at the little bottle had Scotty switching from wails to ear-piercing screams.
“Hey, you know what you need.” Noah pulled a candy bar out of his back pocket, waved it in front of Scotty’s face. “You need to spoil your lunch.”
Scotty eyed the chocolate bar through fat tears. His lips trembled, but instead of a screech he let out a pitiful whimper. “Candy.”
“You bet. You like candy? This is pretty special candy. It’s only for brave boys. I bet you’re brave.”
Scotty sniffled, reached out, too intent on the bar to notice his mother quickly bandaging his knees. “ ’kay.”
“Here you go, then.” Noah held it out, then tugged it just out of reach with a grin. “I forgot. I can only give this candy to somebody named Scotty.”
“I’m Scotty.”
“No kidding? Then this must be yours.”
“Thanks. Thanks so much.” The mother shifted the now-delighted child to her hip and shoved back her hair with her free hand. “You’re lifesavers.”
Olivia glanced up from where she was repacking her first-aid kit. “You should make sure you pick up one of these if you’re going to do much hiking. The River’s End Lodge gift shop carries them, or you can get them in town.”
“First on my list. Along with emergency chocolate. Thanks again.” She looked over to Frank and Celia. “You’ve got great kids.”
Olivia started to speak, then ducked her head and said nothing. But not so quickly that Celia hadn’t seen the look of unhappiness. “You two make a good team,” she said cheerfully. “And that little adventure worked up my appetite. When’s lunch, Liv?”
Olivia looked up, blinked. Liv, she thought. It sounded strong and sure and smart. “There’s a nice area just a little farther down. We might get lucky and see a couple of beavers instead of just their dams.”
She picked her spot, a shady area just off the trail where they could sit and watch the water, or gaze off toward the mountains. The air was warm, the sky clear in one of those perfect summer days the peninsula could offer.
Olivia nibbled at her chicken and held herself back just a little. She wanted to watch the Bradys together. They seemed so easy, so meshed. Later, when she was older and looked back on that comfortable hour, she would call it a rhythm. They had a rhythm of movement, of speech, of silences. Little bits of humor that were intimately their own, tossed-off comments, teasing, body language.
And she would realize, remembering, that however much she and her grandparents loved one another, they didn’t have quite that same connection.
A generation stood between them. Her mother’s life, and her death.
But just then all she knew was that she felt a tug of longing, an ache of envy. It made her ashamed. “I’m going to walk down a little more.” She got up, ordering herself to do so casually. “I’ll see if I can spot some beavers. If I do, I’ll come back and get you.”
“Poor little thing,” Celia murmured when Olivia walked down the trail. “She’s lonely. I don’t even think she knows how lonely she is.”
“Her grandparents are good people, Celia.”
“I’m sure they are. But where are the other kids? The ones her age she should be playing with on a beautiful day like this?”
“She doesn’t even go to school,” Noah put in. “She told me her grandmother teaches her at home.”
“They’ve put her in a bubble. A spectacular one,” Celia added as she looked around, “but it’s still closed.”
“They’re afraid. They have reason to be.”
“I know, but what will they do when she starts to beat her wings against the bubble? And what will she do if she doesn’t?”
Noah got to his feet. “I think I’ll walk down, too. Never seen a beaver.”
“He has a kind heart,” Celia commented, smiling after him.
“Yeah, and he also has a curious mind. I hope he doesn’t try to pump her.”
“Give him some credit, Frank.”
“If I didn’t, I’d be going to look for beavers, too, instead of taking a nap.” With that, he stretched out and laid his head in his wife’s lap.
 
Noah found her sitting on the bank of the river, very quiet and very still. It made a picture in his mind—very much like, yet so very different from, the one he had of her as a small child running from grief.
Here she simply sat, her cap over her butterscotch hair, her back straight as a die, staring out over water that ran fast and bright and clear.
She wasn’t running from grief this time, he thought. She was learning to live with it.
It was sort of her personal river’s end, he supposed.
Her head turned quickly at his approach. She kept her gaze steady on his face, those rich eyes of hers solemn, as he moved to her and sat down.
“They come to play here,” she told him in a low voice. “They don’t mind people too much. They get used to them. But you have more luck if you don’t make a lot of noise and movement.”
“I guess you spend a lot of time just hanging around.”
“There’s always something to see or do.” She kept scanning the river. He made her feel odd in a way she couldn’t decide was pleasant or not. She only knew it was different from anything she’d felt before. A kind of drumming just under her heart. “I guess it’s nothing like Los Angeles.”
“Nothing at all.” At that point in his life, L.A. was the world. “It’s okay, though. Mom’s big on nature and shit. You know, save the whales, save the spotted owl, save the whatever. She gets into it.”
“If more people did, we wouldn’t need to save them in the first place.”
She spoke with just enough heat to make him smile. “Yeah, that’s what she says. I got no problem with it. Mostly I like my nature in the city park, with a basketball hoop.”
“I bet you’ve never even been fishing.”
“Why should I?” He sent her a quick flash of a grin that had the drumming inside her picking up its beat. “I can walk right into McDonald’s and buy a fish sandwich.”
“Yuck.”
“Hey, you want yuck? Sticking a defenseless worm on some hook and drowning it so you can pull up some flopping, slimy fish.” The fact that she smiled a little, that her eyes shimmered with a mild and adult kind of humor, pleased him. “That’s disgusting.”
“That’s skill,” she corrected, almost primly, but she was looking at him now, instead of at the river. “Isn’t it crowded in the city, and full of noise and traffic and smog and stuff?”
“Sure.” He leaned back comfortably on his elbows. “That’s why I love it. Something’s always happening.”
“Something’s always happening here, too. Look.” Forgetting her shyness, she laid a hand on his leg.
A pair of beavers swam cheerfully upriver, their slick heads skimming the surface, ripples shimmying over the water in widening pools around them. Then, like a dream, a heron rose up over the opposite bank and glided with a majestic flap of wings across the river, so close its shadow flowed over them.
“Bet you never saw that in the city.”
“Guess not.”
He amused himself with the beavers. They were really pretty cute, he decided, circling, splashing, flipping over to swim on their backs.
“You know about my mother.”
Noah looked over sharply. She was facing the water again, her face set, her jaw tight. There were a dozen questions he’d wanted to ask if he found the opportunity, but now that she’d opened the door he found he couldn’t.
She was just a kid.
“Yeah. It’s rough.”
“Have you ever seen any of her movies?”
“Sure. Lots of them.”
Olivia pressed her lips together. She had to know. Someone had to tell her. He would. She hoped he’d treat her like a grown-up instead of someone who needed constant protecting. “Was she wonderful in them?”
“Haven’t you ever seen one?” When she shook her head, he shifted, not sure how to answer. The best answer, his mother often said, was the simple truth. “She was really good. I mostly like action flicks, you know, but I’ve watched hers on TV. Man, she was beautiful.”
“I don’t mean how she looked.” Her voice snapped out, surprising him into staring. “I mean how she was. Was she a good actress?”
“Sure. Really good. She made you believe. I guess that’s what it’s all about.”
Olivia’s shoulders relaxed. “Yes.” She nodded. “She left here because she wanted to act. I just wanted to know if she was good. ‘She made you believe.’” Olivia murmured it, then tucked that single statement into her heart. “Your father . . . he came here because I asked him to. He’s a great man. You should know that. You have parents who care about things, about people. You should never forget that.”
She got to her feet. “I’ll go get them so they can see the beavers before we head back.”
Noah sat where he was. He hadn’t asked her the questions in his head, but she’d answered one of them. How did it feel to be the daughter of someone famous who’d died in a violent way.
It felt lousy. Just lousy.
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It takes two to speak the truth—
one to speak, and another to hear.
—Henry David Thoreau
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Washington State University, 1993
There was nothing to be nervous about. Noah reminded himself of that as he checked the address of the trim two-story house. He’d been planning this trip, this connection for a long time. And that, he supposed as he parked his rental car at the curb in the quiet tree-lined neighborhood, was exactly why he was nervous.
Maybe he sensed his life could change today, that seeing Olivia MacBride again could alter the course he was on. He was willing to take that new direction. There was no gain without risk, after all. That’s where the damp palms and jumpy belly came from.
It was nothing personal.
He combed back his hair by using the fingers of his hands in two quick rakes. He’d thought about getting a trim before coming here, but hell, he was on vacation.
More or less.
Two weeks away from the newspaper, where his struggle to make a name for himself as a crime reporter wasn’t as satisfying as he’d thought it would be. Politics, print space, editors and advertising concerns got in the way of stories he wanted to tell.
And he wanted to tell them his way.
That was why he was here. To write the one story he’d never been able to forget, and to tell it his way.
Julie MacBride’s murder.
One of the keys to it lived on the second floor of this pretty house that had been converted into four apartments. They and others like it had been designed to accommodate the overflow from the college campus. For those who could afford separate housing, he thought. Who could pay the price for privacy. And who wanted it badly enough—who didn’t look for the pace and companionship, the bursts of energy in college life.
Personally, he’d loved his years on campus at UCLA. Maybe the first semester had been mostly a blur of parties, girls and drunken late-night philosophical discussions only the young could understand. But he’d buckled down after that.
He’d wanted his degree in journalism. And his parents would have killed him if he’d washed out.
Those two incentives had worked for him in equal measure.
And what, he wondered, was Olivia’s incentive?
If after nearly three years on the job he’d learned he wasn’t a reporter at heart, he was still a good one. He’d done his research. He knew Olivia MacBride was majoring in natural resource science, that her grades were a straight four point oh. He knew she’d spent one year, her freshman year, on campus in a dorm. And that she’d moved out and into her own apartment the following fall.
He knew she belonged to no clubs or sororities and was monitoring two extra classes while shouldering an eighteen-credit load during her spring semester.
That told him she was focused, dedicated and probably a little more than obsessive about her studies.
But there were things he couldn’t research through computers, through transcripts. It didn’t tell him what she wanted, what she hoped for.
What she felt about her parents.
To know all that, he needed to know her. To write the book that fermented in the back of his heart and his mind, he had to get inside her head.
The two images of her that burned brightest in his mind were of the child’s tear-stained face and the young girl’s solemn eyes. As he walked into the house, noted the hallway cutting the space precisely in two, he wondered what he would see now.
He climbed the steps, noted the small plaque that identified apartment 2-B. No name, he thought. Just the number. The MacBrides still guarded their privacy like the last gold coin in an empty sack.
“Here goes nothing,” he muttered, and pressed the buzzer.
He had a couple of basic plans of approach in mind, believing it best to be flexible until he gauged his ground. Then she opened the door and every plan, every practical thought ran out of his mind like water from a tipped bowl. Slow and steady and completely.
She wasn’t beautiful, certainly not if you measured her by her mother’s staggering image. It was almost impossible to do otherwise when you saw the eyes, rich golden brown under slashing dark brows.
She was tall and slim, but with an efficient toughness to her build he found surprisingly, almost ridiculously sexy. Her hair had darkened since he’d seen her last, but was shades lighter than her eyes and drawn back in a smooth ponytail that left her face unframed.
The child’s face had refined, sharpened and taken on the edge of young womanhood Noah always thought of as faintly feline.
She wore jeans, a WSU sweatshirt, no shoes and a vaguely annoyed expression.
He found himself standing, staring foolishly, unable to do anything but grin at her.
She cocked one of those killer eyebrows, and a surprising kick of lust joined his sheer pleasure at seeing her again. “If you’re looking for Linda, she’s across the hall. Two-A.”
She said it as though she said it often and in a voice that was throatier than he remembered.
“I’m not looking for Linda. I’m looking for you.” And the thought crossed his mind that he always had been. That was so absurd, he dismissed it immediately. “And you just put a huge hole in my ego by not remembering me.”
“Why should I remember . . . ?” She trailed off, focusing those fascinating eyes on him as she hadn’t when she’d thought he was just another of the nuisance men who flocked around her across-the-hall neighbor. And as she did, her lips parted, those eyes warmed. “You’re Noah. Noah Brady. Frank’s son.” Her gaze shifted from his, over his shoulder. “Is he—”
“No, it’s just me. Got a minute?”
“Yes. Yes, of course. Come in.” Flustered, she stepped back. She’d been deep into the writing of a paper on the root symbiosis of fungus. Now she went from being buried in science to flying back over time, into memories.
And into the lovely little crush she’d had on him when she’d been twelve.
“I can make some coffee, or I probably have something cold.”
“Either’s fine.” He took the first-time visitor’s circling scan of the tidy room, the organized desk with its humming computer, the soft cream walls, the deep blue sofa. The space was compact, creatively arranged and comfortably simple. “Nice place.”
“Yes, I like it.” Relished, hoarded the blissful thrill of living alone for the first time in her life.
She didn’t fuss, fluttering around as some women were prone to, apologizing for the mess even when there wasn’t one. She simply stood there, looking at him as if she didn’t know quite where to begin.
He looked back and wondered the same thing himself.
“Ah . . . I’ll just be a minute.”
“No rush.”
He followed her into the kitchen, flustering her again. It was hardly more than a passageway, with stove, refrigerator and sink lining one side and stingy counter space between.
Despite the limited space, he managed to wander around. When he stood at the window, they were close enough to bump shoulders. She rarely let a man get close. “Coke or coffee?” she asked when she’d pulled open the fridge and taken a quick survey.
“Coke’s fine. Thanks.”
He would have taken the can from her, but she was already reaching for a glass.
  
For God’s sake, Olivia, she scolded herself, open your mouth and speak. “What are you doing in Washington?”
“I’m on vacation.” He smiled at her, and the drumming that had been under her heart six years before started up as if it had never stopped. “I work for the L.A. Times.” She smelled of soap and shampoo, and something else, something subtle. Vanilla, he realized, like the candles his mother liked.
“You’re a reporter.”
“I always wanted to write.” He took the glass from her. “I didn’t realize it until I was in college, but that’s what I wanted.” And because he felt her wariness slide between them like a band of smoke, he smiled again and decided there was no hurry about telling her what he’d come for. “I had a couple of weeks coming, and the friend I was going to flake out at the beach with for a few days couldn’t get away after all. So I decided to head north.”
“You’re not up here on assignment, then.”
“No.” That was the truth, absolutely true, he told himself. “I’m on my own. I decided to look you up, since you’re the only person I know in the entire state of Washington. How do you like college?”
“Oh, very much.” Making a deliberate effort to relax, she led him back into the living room. “I miss home off and on, but classes keep me busy.”
She sat on the couch, assuming he’d take the chair, but he sat beside her and companionably stretched out his legs. “What are you working on?” He nodded toward the computer.
“Fungus.” She laughed, took a nervous sip of her drink. He was wonderful to look at, the untidy sun-streaked brown of his hair, the deep green eyes that reminded her of home, the easy sensuality of his smile.
She remembered she’d once thought he looked like a rock star. He still did.
“I’m a natural resource science major.”
He started to tell her he knew, stopped himself. Too many explanations, he thought, and ignored the little whisper of guilt in his ear. “It fits.”
  
“Like a glove,” she agreed. “How are your parents?”
“They’re great. You told me once I should appreciate them. I do.” He shifted, his eyes meeting hers, holding hers, until the blood that had always remained calm and cool around men heated. “More, I guess, since I moved out, got my own place. That distance of the adult child, you know?”
“Yes, I do.”
“Do you still work at the lodge?”
“Summers, over breaks.” Do other men look at me this way? she wondered. Wouldn’t she have noticed if one had ever looked at her as if her face were all that mattered? “I—did you ever learn to fish?”
“No.” He grinned again and his fingers trailed lightly over the back of her hand.
“So it’s still fish sandwiches at McDonald’s?”
“They never miss. But I can occasionally do better. How about dinner?”
“Dinner?”
“As in eating, the evening meal. Even a natural resource science major must have heard of the ritual evening meal. Why don’t you have yours with me tonight?”
Her ritual evening meal usually consisted of whatever she had time to toss together in her miniature kitchen or, failing that, what she picked up on the way home from a late class.
Besides, she had a paper to finish, a test to study for, a lab project to prepare for. And he had the most beautiful green eyes. “That would be nice.”
“Good. I’ll pick you up at seven. Got a favorite place?”
“Place? Oh, no, no, not really.”
“Then I’ll surprise you.” He got up, giving her hand an absentminded squeeze as she rose to lead him to the door. “Don’t fill up on fungus,” he told her, and grinned one last time before he left.
Olivia quietly closed the door, quietly turned to lean back against it. She let out a long breath, told herself she was being ridiculous, that she was too old to indulge in silly crushes. Then for the first time in longer than she could remember, she had a purely frivolous thought:
What in God’s name was she going to wear?
 
He’d bring up the subject of her father, of the book, during dinner. Gently, Noah told himself. He wanted her to have time to consider it, to understand what he hoped to do and the vital part she’d play in it.
It couldn’t be done without her cooperation. Without her family’s. Without, he thought, as he stuck his hands in his pockets and climbed the steps to her apartment again, Sam Tanner.
She wasn’t a kid anymore. She’d be sensible. And when she understood his motivations, the results he wanted to accomplish, how could she refuse? The book he wanted to craft wouldn’t just be about murder, about blood and death, but about people. The human factor. The motivations, the mistakes, the steps. The heart, he thought.
This kind of story began and ended with the heart. That’s what he had to make her understand.
He was connected to it, and had been if not from the minute his father had answered the call to go to the house in Beverly Hills, then from the instant he himself had seen the image of the child on his living-room television screen.
He didn’t just want to write about it. He had to.
He’d be straight with her about that.
Before he could push the buzzer of 2-B, the door of 2-A opened.
“Well, hello.”
And this, he thought, must be Linda. The smile was a knee-jerk reaction to the smoldering brunette with laser blue eyes. His blood ran just a few beats faster, as the little red dress painted over female curves meant it to.
He knew her type and appreciated it. Just as he appreciated the way she moved, the metronome sway of hips, as she stepped out into the hall, crossing to him on ice-pick heels the same hot sex color as the dress.
  
“Can you give me a hand with this? I’m just . . . all thumbs tonight.”
She dangled a thin gold bracelet from her fingertips, breathed in and out slow and deep, just in case he hadn’t noticed the really lovely breasts straining against the slick red.
“Sure.” There was nothing more flattering to the male ego than an obvious woman. He took the bracelet, circled it around her wrist and enjoyed the way she shifted her body closer, angled in to tip her face back and look into his.
“If Liv’s had you tucked away, it’s no wonder she never goes out.”
He fastened the bracelet and wallowed in the come-and-get-me fragrance pumping off Linda’s skin. “Doesn’t she?”
“All work and all work, that’s our Liv.” She laughed and gave a skilled shake of her head that tossed her luxurious dark curls. “Me, I like to play.”
“I bet you do.” He still had Linda’s wrist in his hand, and the friendly grin on his face, when the door behind him opened.
He forgot Linda had ever been born. He forgot the book. He very nearly forgot his name.
Olivia was anything but obvious. She stood in the doorway, wearing a dress of quiet blue that covered a lot more area than Linda’s red. And made him wonder just what was under all that soft material. She’d left her hair loose so that it fell straight as rain and gave him a glimpse of glints of gold at her ears.
He already knew he’d have to get close, very close, to catch her scent. Her lips were unpainted, her eyes cool.
No, she was definitely not a kid anymore, he thought, thankfully.
“You look great.”
She only lifted her eyebrows, skimmed her gaze over Linda. “I’ll just get a jacket.”
She pivoted, walked back into her apartment on long, wonderful hiker’s legs.
There was no reason to be angry, she told herself as she snatched up her jacket and bag. No reason for this grinding sense of disappointment. She wouldn’t have known he was flirting with Linda if she hadn’t been watching for his car like a love-struck teenager. If she hadn’t scurried over to the door to look out the Judas hole and watch him come toward the door.
There was no point in feeling let down because she had agonized for two hours over the right dress, the right hairstyle. It was her own problem. Her own responsibility.
She turned back toward the door and bumped right into him.
“Sorry. Let me help you with that.” He was close now, and drew in her scent as he took the jacket from her. It was perfect for her. Just perfect.
“I didn’t mean to interrupt.”
“Interrupt what?” He slipped the jacket on for her and indulged himself in a sniff at her hair.
“You and Linda?”
“Who? Oh.” He laughed, taking Olivia’s hand and walking to the door. “Not exactly shy, is she?”
“No.”
“Did you finish your paper?”
“Yes, barely.”
“Good. You can tell me all about fungus.”
It made her laugh. He held her hand all the way down to the car, then he skimmed his fingers over her hair, brushing it back just as she started to climb in.
Her heart stumbled, and fell right at his feet.
 
He’d found an Italian place just casual enough not to intimidate. Tiny white candles flickered on soft, salmon-colored cloths. Conversation was muted and punctuated with laughter. The air was ripe with good, rich scents.
He was easy to talk to. He was the first man, outside of family, she’d ever had dinner with who seemed actually interested in her studies and her plans to use them. Then she remembered his mother.
“Is your mother still involved with causes?”
“She and her congressmen are on a first-name basis. She never lets up. I think the current focus is the plight of the mustang. Are you going to let me taste that?”
  
“What?” She’d just lifted a forkful of portobello mushroom. “Oh. Sure.”
When she would have put the bite on his plate, he simply took her wrist, guided her hand toward his mouth. Heat washed into her belly as his eyes watched hers over the fork.
“It’s terrific.”
“Ah, there is a wide variety of edible mushrooms in the rain forest.”
“Yeah. Maybe I’ll make it back up there one of these days and you can show me.”
“I’m—we’re hoping to add a naturalist center to the lodge. There’d be lectures and talks on how to identify the edibles.”
“Edible fungus—it never sounds as appetizing as it is.”
“Actually, the mushroom isn’t the fungus. It’s a fruiting body of the fungus organism. Like an apple from the apple tree.”
“No kidding?”
“When you see a fairy ring, it’s the fruit of the continuous body of the fungus that grows in the soil, expanding year after year and—” She caught herself. “And you can’t possibly care.”
“Hey, I like to know what I’m eating. Why do they call them fairy rings?”
She blinked at him. “I suppose because that’s what they look like.”
“Are there fairies in your forest, Liv?”
“I used to think so. When I was little, I’d sit there, in the green light, and think if I was very quiet, I’d see them come out and play.”
“And you never did?”
“No.” So she’d given up fairy tales. Science was reliable. “But I saw deer and elk and marten and bear. They’re magical enough for me.”
“And beaver.”
She smiled, relaxing back as the waiter cleared, then served the main course. “Yes. There’s still a dam where I took your family that day.”
  
She sampled her angel-hair pasta with its generous chunks of tomato and shrimp. “They always give you more than you could possibly eat.”
“Says who?” He dug into his manicotti, with shells bursting with cheese and spices.
It amazed her that he managed not only to do justice to his meal but also to put away a good portion of hers. Then still had room to order dessert and cappuccino.
“How can you eat like that and not weigh three hundred pounds?” she wanted to know.
“Metabolism.” He grinned as he scooped up a spoonful of the whipped-cream-and-chocolate concoction on his plate. “Same with my dad. Drives my mother crazy. Here, try this. It’s amazing.”
“No, I can’t—” But he already had the spoon to her lips, and she opened them automatically. The rich glory of it melted on her tongue. “Hmm, well. Yes.”
He had to pull himself back a little. Her response, the half-closed eyes, the just-parted lips made him think of sex. Made him realize he wanted his mouth on hers, so all those tastes would mingle.
“Let’s take a walk.” He scribbled a tip and his signature on the bill, pocketed his credit card. Air, he told himself; he needed a little air to clear her and his fantasies out of his head.
But they were still there when he drove her home, when he walked her to her door, when she turned and smiled at him.
She saw it now, clear and dark in his eyes. Desire for her, the anticipation of that first kiss. A tremble shivered up the center of her body.
“This was nice.” Could you possibly be more inane, Liv? she asked herself. “Thanks.”
“What are you doing tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow?” Her mind went as blank as glass. “I have classes.”
“No, tomorrow night.”
  
“There’s . . .” Studying, another paper, extra lab work. “Nothing.”
“Good. Seven, then.”
Now, she thought, he would kiss her now. And she’d probably implode. “All right.”
“ ’Night, Liv.” He only ran his hand down her arm, over the back of hers, then walked away.






ten
He took her to McDonald’s, and she laughed until her sides burned.
She fell in love with him over fish sandwiches and fries, under glaringly bright lights and through the noisy chatter of children.
She forgot the vow she’d made as a child that she would never, never love anyone so much she’d be vulnerable to him. That she would never hook her heart to a man and give him the power to break it, and her.
She simply rode that wonderful, that wild and windy crest of first love.
She told him what she hoped to do, describing the naturalist center she’d already designed in her mind and had shared with no one but family.
The biggest dream in her life was easy to share with him. He listened, he watched her face. What she wanted seemed to matter to him.
Because she fascinated him, he put aside all the work he’d done that day—the sketchy outline for the book, the notes, the more detailed plans for interviews—and just enjoyed her.
He told himself there was plenty of time. He had the best part of two weeks, after all. What was wrong with taking the first few days with her?
He wondered if the center she spoke of with such passion was her way of opening the bubble his mother had described or just another way to expand its boundaries and stay inside.
“It’ll be a lot of work.”
“It’s not work when you’re doing what you love.”
That he understood. His assignments at the paper had become a grind, but every time he opened himself up to the book, dived into the research, pored over his notes and files, it was a thrill. “Then you can’t let anything stop you.”
  
“No.” Her eyes were alive with the energy of it. “Just a few more years, and I’m going to make it happen.”
“Then I’ll come see it.” His hand closed over hers on the white plastic table. And you, he thought.
“I hope so.” And because she did, because she found she could, she turned her hand over and linked her fingers with his.
They talked about music, about books, about everything couples talk about when they’re desperate to find every shared interest and explore it.
When he discovered she had not only never been to a basketball game, but had never watched one on television, he looked totally, sincerely shocked.
“You’ve got a huge hole in your education here, Liv.” He had her hand again as they walked to his car. “I’m sending you copies of my tapes of the Lakers.”
“They would be a basketball team.”
“They, Olivia, would be gods. Okay.” He settled behind the wheel. “We’ve managed to introduce you to the cultural delights of fast food; we have the only true sport heading your way. What’s next?”
“I don’t know how to thank you for helping me this way.”
“It’s the least I can do.”
He already knew what was next, as he’d spent part of his day scoping out the area around the college. He had a pretty good idea it wasn’t only fish sandwiches and sports Olivia had missed.
He took her dancing.
The club was loud, crowded and perfect. He’d already decided if he was alone with her he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from moving too fast.
He was an observer, a measurer of people. It had taken only one evening with her for him to realize she was every bit as lonely as the young girl he remembered on the banks of the river. And that she was completely untouched.
There were rules. He believed strongly in rules, in rights and wrongs and in consequences. She wasn’t ready for the needs she stirred up inside him.
He wasn’t sure he was ready for them himself.
  
He saw her dazzled and wary look when they shoved their way through the crowd. Amused by it, delighted by her, he leaned close to her ear.
“Mass humanity at ritual. You could do a paper.”
“I’m a naturalist.”
“Baby, this is nature.” He found them a table, jammed in with other tables, leaned forward to shout over the driving scream of music. “Male, female, basic courtship rituals.”
She glanced toward the tiny dance floor where dozens of couples managed to squeeze in together and writhe. “I don’t think that qualifies as courtship.”
But it was interesting enough to watch. She’d always avoided places like this. Too many people in too small a space. It tended to create pressure in her chest, to release little flutters of panic in her throat. But she didn’t feel uneasy tonight, bumped up against Noah, his hand lightly covering hers on the table.
He ordered a beer, and she opted for sparkling water. By the time the waitress had managed to swerve, shuffle and elbow her way through with their order, Olivia was relaxed.
The music was loud, and not particularly good, but it meshed nicely with that drumming under her heart. A kind of primitive backbeat to her own longings.
Since she couldn’t hear her own thoughts, she forgot them and just watched.
Courtship. She supposed Noah was right, after all. The plumage—in this case leather and denim, bold colors or basic black. The repeated movements that signaled a demand to be noticed by the opposite sex, a sexual invitation, a willingness to mate. Eye contact, the flirtation glance toward, then away, then back again.
She found herself smiling. Hadn’t she seen the ritual, in various forms, in countless species?
She said essentially this to Noah, speaking almost against his ear to be heard, and felt his rumble of laughter before he turned his face and she saw his smile.
Just as she realized how incredibly stupid she must have sounded, he tugged her to her feet.
  
“Are we leaving?”
“No, we’re joining.”
Now the panic came, fast and hard to fill her chest. “No, I can’t.” She tried to pull her hand free as he headed for the dance floor. “I don’t dance.”
“Everyone dances.”
“No, really.” Her skin went hot all over, burning from the inside out. “I don’t know how.”
They were on the edge of the dance floor, surrounded, closed in, and his hands were on her hips. His face was close. “Just move.” His body did just that against hers, and turned the panic into a different, deeper, far more intimate fear. “It doesn’t matter how.”
He guided her hips, side to side, shifted so that they moved in a small circle. The music was fast, driven by a frenzied riff on an electric guitar and the vocalist’s roar. Beside them someone let out a wild laugh. Someone bumped her hard from behind and brought her up against Noah, curves to angles, heat to heat.
Her hands gripped his shoulders now. Her face was flushed, her eyes, dark and wide, on his, her lips parted as the breath rushed in and out.
Through all the scents—the clash of perfume, sweat, spilled beer—he smelled only her. Fresh and quiet, like a meadow.
“Olivia.” She couldn’t hear his voice, but watched in dazed amazement as her name formed on his lips. It seemed that the only thing inside her now was the warm, sweet longing.
“The hell with it.” He had to have her, if only one taste. His arms wrapped tight around her waist, urging her up to her toes. He felt the quick intake of her breath, and the tremble that followed it. And hesitated, hesitated, drawing out the moment, the now, the ache and the anticipation until they were both reeling from it.
Then he brushed his mouth over hers, soft, smooth. Nibbled her in, patient pleasure. Slid into her silkily, as if he’d always belonged there.
He heard her moan, low and long, over the thunder in his own blood. Slow, easy, he ordered himself. Sweet God. He wanted to dive, to devour, to demand more and still more as the surprisingly sharp, stunningly sexy taste of her flooded through him.
Her body was pressed against his, slender and strong. Her arms had locked around his neck, holding on. Holding him. Her mouth was full, and just shy enough to speak of innocence.
Just a little more, he thought and changed the angle of the kiss to take it.
The music crashed around them, building to a frenzy of guitars, a feral pounding of drums, a shouting stream of voices.
And she floated, drifted, glided. She imagined herself a single white feather, weightless, spinning slowly, endlessly, through the soft green light of the forest. Her heart swelled and its beat quieted to a thick, dull thud. The muscles in her stomach loosened and dipped. As she skimmed her fingers into his hair, tipped her head back in surrender, she could have wept from the discovery.
This, she thought, is life. Is beginnings. Is everything.
“Olivia.” He said her name again, ended the kiss while he still had the power to do so, then just nudged her head to the curve of his shoulder.
The band ripped into another number, pumping the crowd to a fever pitch.
While they swayed together in the melee, Noah wondered what the hell he was going to do now.
He kissed her again at her door, and this time she felt little licks of heat from him, quick riffs of frustration that were oddly thrilling. Then he was closing the door between them and leaving her staring blankly at the solid panel of wood.
She pressed a hand to her heart. It was beating fast, and wasn’t that wonderful? This was what it was like to be in love, to be wanted. She held the feeling close, closing her eyes, savoring it. Then her lids flew open again.
She should have asked him in. What was wrong with her? Why was she such an idiot around men? He’d wanted her, she was sure of it. She wanted him. Finally there was someone who made her feel.
She flung open her door, raced down the steps, and burst outside just as his car pulled away from the curb. She watched the red taillights wink away and wondered why she could never quite match her pace to anyone else’s.
 
He worked through the morning. And thought about calling her a dozen times. Then he shut down his laptop and changed into sweat shorts. The punishing workout he subjected himself to in the hotel’s gym helped purge some of the guilt and frustration.
He needed to change directions, he decided as he did a third set of curls with free weights. He should never have gone this far down this road with Olivia.
He puffed out short breaths, added another rep while sweat ran satisfactorily down his back.
He’d have bet a year’s pay that she was a virgin. He had no right to touch her. However horrible an experience she’d been through, she’d lived the first eighteen years of her life completely sheltered. Like some princess in an enchanted forest in a fairy tale. He was years older—not the six that separated them chronologically, but in experience. He had no right to take advantage of that.
As he switched to flies, the practical side of his mind reminded him she was also smart, strong and capable. She was ambitious and her eyes were as ancient as a goddess’s. Those were traits she owned that appealed to him every bit as much as the shyness she tried to hide.
He hadn’t taken advantage of her. She’d responded, she’d all but melted against him, goddamn it. She had to feel something of what he felt. That bond, that connection, the absolute rightness of it.
Then he circled back around and berated himself for thinking with his glands.
That had to stop. He’d call her, ask her if they could meet for coffee later. Something simple. Then he’d tell her about the book he was preparing to write. He’d explain things carefully, how he was going to contact everyone involved in the case. That he’d started with her because she’d been the reason the idea had formed in his mind in the first place.
  
He wondered if the seed had been planted the first time he’d seen her.
He set the weights aside, mopped his face with a towel. He’d call her as soon as he’d gone up to his room and showered. And he’d do what he now realized he should have done as soon as she’d opened her apartment door to him.
Feeling better, looser, he bypassed the elevator and took the stairs to the ninth floor.
And jolted to a halt when he saw her standing in front of his door, digging through an oversized purse.
“Liv?”
“God!” She nearly stumbled back, then stared at him. “You startled me.” She kept her hands buried in her bag until she was sure they wouldn’t shake. “I was just about to write you a note and slip it under your door.”
She sent him a smile and stood there looking neat and fresh in jeans and a boxy jacket. When he didn’t respond, she shifted uneasily. “I hope you don’t mind that I came by.”
“No, sorry.” He couldn’t afford to let her dazzle him again. “I just wasn’t expecting you. I was down in the gym.”
“Really? I would never have guessed.”
His quick grin had the worst of the tension smoothing out of her stomach. He dug his keycard out of his pocket, slid it into the door. “Come on in. And you can tell me instead of writing a note.”
“I had some time between classes.” That was a lie. She was, for the first time in her college career, skipping class. How could she be expected to concentrate on wildlife ecology when she was planning to ask him to take her to bed?
Oh God, how could she possibly tell him why she’d come? How would she begin?
“Time enough for coffee?”
“I . . . yes. I was going to invite you to dinner—a home-cooked meal.”
“Oh yeah? Much better than coffee.” He tried to think. He could talk to her more privately at her apartment. She’d be more comfortable there. She was obviously nervous now, standing in his cramped hotel room, with her hands locked together while she flicked uneasy glances toward the bed.
So they’d get out. All he had to do was keep his hands off her in the meantime.
“I need to clean up a little,” he told her.
“Ah . . .” He looked wonderful, damp from his workout, the muscles in his arms toned and tough. She remembered how strong they’d been when they’d banded around her. “I just have to pick up a few things at the market.”
“Tell you what. Give me a chance to take a shower, and we’ll both go to the market. Then I can watch you cook.”
“All right.”
He grabbed jeans from the back of a chair, hunted up a shirt. “There’s a very miserly honor bar under the TV. Help yourself. We’ve got cable,” he added as he dug socks and underwear out of a drawer. “Just have a seat. Give me ten minutes.”
“Take your time.” The minute he closed the door to the bathroom, she lowered herself to the edge of the bed. Her knees were shaking.
Good Lord, how was she going to manage this and not make a complete fool of herself? Marketing, they were going marketing. She wanted to giggle wildly. She’d just come from the drugstore where she’d had to gather every fiber of her courage to walk to the counter and buy condoms.
Now they lay in her purse, weighing like lead. Not because of the heft of the decision she’d made, but because of the fear that she’d misread what she’d seen in his eyes the night before. What she’d tasted when he’d kissed her.
She had intended to ask him to dinner, but that would have been after. After she’d knocked on his door, after he’d opened it and she’d smiled and stepped to him, slipped her arms around him, kissed him.
She’d imagined it so perfectly that when she’d knocked and he hadn’t answered, she’d been completely baffled, and now nothing was going as she’d scripted it in her head.
She’d come here to offer herself, to tell him she wanted him to be the one. She’d imagined more—the way his eyes would focus on her face, so deep, so intense, until her vision blurred and his mouth would cover hers.
The way he’d pick her up—even the quick rushing feel in her stomach the sweep of that would cause. How he’d carry her to the bed.
She let out a breath and got up to pace. Of course she’d built up the room differently in her mind. It had been larger, with prettier colors, a soft spread over the bed, a mountain of pillows.
She’d added candlelight.
This room was small, with colors of gray and faded rose. Bland, she thought, as so many hotel rooms were. But it didn’t matter. She closed her eyes and listened to the water drumming in the shower.
What would he do if she went in, if she quietly stripped, stepped into the steam and spray with him? Would their bodies come together then? Wet and hot and ready.
She didn’t have the courage for it. Sighing, she walked to the honor bar, perused the selections without interest, wandered to the desk where he’d set up his computer and piles of disorganized notes and files.
She’d wait until he came out. She was better at dealing with matters, both small and vital, in a clear, face-to-face fashion. She wasn’t the sultry seductress and never would be.
Would that disappoint him?
Annoyed with herself, she shook her head. She had to stop second-guessing him, criticizing herself. When he came back out again, she would simply let him know she wanted him, and see what happened next.
Idly, she tidied his notes, tapping edges together. She liked the fact that he’d brought work with him. She respected the ambition, the dedication, the energy. It was important to respect someone you loved.
He hadn’t talked very much about his work, she thought now, then rolled her eyes. Because she’d been too busy babbling about herself. She’d ask him about it, she decided. About what he liked best in his work, how it felt to see his words in print and know that people read them.
  
She thought it must be a wonderful, satisfying feeling, and smiled over it as she stacked his notes.
The name MacBride, scrawled in black ink on a yellow legal pad caught her eye, had her frowning, lifting the sheet of paper.
Within seconds, her blood had gone cold and she was riffling through his work without a thought for his privacy.
 
Noah rubbed a towel over his hair and worked out exactly what he would say to Olivia. Once they’d come to an agreement on professional terms, they’d work on the personal ones. He could go to River’s End and spend some time with her that summer. To do the interviews, certainly. But to be with her. He’d never known a woman he was so compelled to be with.
He’d have to arrange for more time off from the newspaper. Or just fucking quit, he thought, staring at his own face in the steamy mirror. Of course he’d have to figure out how the hell he was going to live until the book was written and sold. But he’d work that out.
He never doubted it would sell. He was meant to write books, and he was damn sure he was meant to write this one.
And he was beginning to think, not entirely easily, that he was meant to be with Olivia.
None of that would happen until he took the first step.
He took one, into the bedroom, and heard the world crash around his ears. She was standing by his desk, his papers in her hands, and a look of iced fury in those amber eyes.
“You son of a bitch.” She said it quietly, but the words ripped the air like a scream. “You scheming, calculating bastard.”
“Just a minute.”
“Don’t touch me.” She slapped him back with the words even as he started toward her. “Don’t think about touching me. You’re here on your own, not as a reporter. Fucking liar, it was all for a story.”
“No.” He stepped to the side to block her before she could stride to the door. “Just wait. I’m not here for the paper.”
  
She still held his notes and, looking him dead in the eye, crumpled them in her hand and tossed them in his face.
“Just how big a fool do you think I am?”
“I don’t.” He grabbed her arms. He expected her to struggle, to claw and spit and scratch. Instead she went rigid. She turned off. He could see in her eyes the way she simply shut off. A little desperate, he gave her a quick, light shake.
“Listen, goddamn it. It’s not for the paper. I want to write a book. I should have told you, I meant to tell you. Then . . . Jesus, Liv, you know what happened. The minute I looked at you everything got confused. I wanted to spend some time with you. I needed to. That’s a first for me. Every time I looked at you . . . I just went under.”
“You used me.” She’d be cold, she’d stay cold. Nothing he could say, nothing he could do could penetrate the wall of ice. She wouldn’t permit it. She wouldn’t let herself fall into that trap again.
“If I did, I’m sorry. I let what I felt for you get in the way of what was right. Last night, walking away from you was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I wanted you so much it ached right down to the bone.”
“You’d have slept with me to get information for your book.” Stay cold, she ordered herself. Pain couldn’t cut through ice.
“No.” It ripped at his guts that she would think it, that she would believe it. “You have to know better than that. What happened between us had nothing to do with the book. It was about you and me. I wanted you, Liv, from the minute you opened your door, but I couldn’t touch you until I’d explained everything. I was going to talk to you about it tonight.”
“Were you?” There was a snap of amusement in her voice—frigid amusement that cut like frosted razors. “That’s very convenient, Noah. Take your hands off me.”
“You have to listen to me.”
“No, I don’t. I don’t have to listen to you. I don’t have to look at you. I don’t have to think about you ever again once I’m out of this room. So I’ll finish this, here and now. Pay attention.”
  
She pushed his hands away, and her eyes were level, a burning gold. “This is my life, not yours. My business, no one else’s. I won’t cooperate with your goddamn book, and neither will my family. I’ll see to it. And if I find out you’ve tried to contact anyone I care about, anyone who matters to me, I’ll do everything I can to make you suffer.”
She shoved him back. “Stay away from me and mine, Brady. If you call me again, if you contact me again, I’ll ask my aunt to use every bit of her influence to see you’re fired from the Times. And if you’ve done your research, you know just how much influence she has.”
The threat taunted his own temper, had him yanking it back. “I’ve hurt you. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize what I’d feel for you, how huge it could be. I didn’t plan what happened here, between us.”
“As far as I’m concerned, nothing happened between us. I despise you and everyone like you. Keep away from me.” She snatched up her bag, shoved by him to the door. “I once told you that your father was a great man. He is. Beside him, Noah, you’re very small.”
She didn’t even bother to slam the door. He watched it close with a quiet click.
She didn’t run, but she wanted to. Her chest was full and heavy, her eyes stinging with tears she refused to shed. He’d used her; he’d betrayed her. She’d let herself love, she’d let herself trust, and what she’d gotten had been lies.
He’d never wanted her. He’d wanted her mother, her father. He’d wanted the blood and the grief. She would never, never give them to him.
She would never give her trust to anyone again.
She wondered if her mother had felt anything like this when she’d known the man she’d loved was a lie. If she’d felt this emptiness, this sick sadness, this burning betrayal.
Olivia let rage coat over misery and promised herself she’d never think of Noah Brady again.
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Venice, California, 1999
Noah Brady figured his life was just about perfect. Thanks to the critical and popular success of his first book, he had his trim little bungalow on the beach and the financial resources to live pretty much as he liked.
He loved his work—the intensity and punch of writing true crime with the bent of sliding into the mind and heart of those who chose murder as a solution, or as recreation. It was much more satisfying than the four years he’d worked as a reporter, forced to accept assignments and to gear his style to fit the newspaper.
God knew it paid better, he thought, as he jogged the last of his daily three-mile run along the beach.
Not that he was in it for the money, but the money sure as hell didn’t hurt.
Now with his second book just hitting the bookstores, the reviews and sales solid, he figured it didn’t get much better.
He was young, healthy, successful and blissfully unattached—since he’d recently untangled himself from a relationship that had started off intriguing, sexy and fun and had degenerated into mildly annoying.
Who’d have thought that Caryn, self-described party girl and wanna-be actress, would have morphed into a clinging, suffocating female who whined and sulked every time he wanted an evening on his own?
He knew he’d been in trouble when more and more of her things started taking up permanent residence in his closet and drawers. When her makeup began making itself at home on his bathroom counter. He’d come dangerously close to living with her mostly by default. No, not default, his fault, Noah corrected, because he’d been so preoccupied with the research and writing on his next book he’d barely noticed.
Which, of course, is what pissed her off enough to send her into a raging, tearful snit when she’d tossed accusations of selfishness and neglect at him while she’d tossed her things into a tote bag the size of Kansas. She’d broken two lamps—one nearly over his head, but he’d been quicker—had upended his prized gloxinia into a mess of soil, broken leaves and shattered pottery. Then she’d walked out on him, flipping back her long, straight California blond hair.
As he’d stood, just a little dazed in the middle of the debris, she’d shot him a killing look out of brimming blue eyes and had told him he could reach her at Marva’s when he was man enough to apologize.
Noah decided he was man enough to be relieved when the door slammed behind her.
That hadn’t stopped her from leaving messages on his machine that ranged from snotty to weepy to raging. He didn’t know what was wrong with her. She was a stunningly beautiful woman in a town that worshiped beautiful women. She was hardly going to spend time alone if she wanted a man to play with.
It never occurred to him that she might have been in love with him. Or at least believed herself to be.
His mother would have said that was typical of him. He was able to see inside strangers, victims, witnesses, the guilty and the innocent with uncanny insight and interest. But when it came to personal relationships, he barely skimmed the surface.
He’d wanted to once, and the results had been disastrous. For Olivia, and for him.
It had taken him months to get over those three days he’d spent with her. To get over her. In time he’d managed to convince himself it had been the book after all, the thirst to write it, that had tilted his feelings for her into something he’d nearly thought was love.
She’d simply interested him, and attracted him, and because of that—and inexperience—he’d handled the entire situation badly. He’d found ways to put that aside, just as he’d put the idea of that particular book aside. He’d found other women, and other murders.
When he thought of Olivia, it was with regret, guilt and a wondering about what might have been.
So he tried not to think of it.
He jogged toward the tidy, two-story bungalow the color of buttermilk. The sun splattered over the red-tile roof, shot out from the windows. It might have been late March, but southern California was experiencing a sultry heat wave that delighted him.
Out of habit, he went around to the front of the house to get his mail. The floods of color in his flower beds were the envy of his neighbors.
He went inside, moving straight through the living area he’d furnished sparsely, and dumped the mail on the kitchen counter, then pulled a large bottle of spring water from the fridge.
He glanced at his answering machine, saw he’d already accumulated four messages since he’d gone out for his run. Fearing at least one would be from the now-dreaded Caryn, he decided to make coffee and toast a couple of bagels before he played them back.
A guy needed fuel for certain tasks.
He tossed his sunglasses on top of his pile of mail and got down to the first order of business. While the coffee brewed, he switched on the portable TV, flipping through the morning talk shows to see if there was a topic of interest to him.
His bedroom VCR would have taped the Today show while he’d been out. He’d catch up with that later, see what was up in the world, skim through it for the news headlines. He’d brought the morning papers in before his run, and he’d get to them as well, spending at least an hour, if not two, absorbing the top stories, the metro reports, the crime.
You just never knew where the next book would come from.
He glanced again at the light blinking on his answering machine but decided his mail was a higher priority than his phone messages. Not that he was procrastinating, he thought as he sat at the counter with his single-man’s breakfast and listened with half an ear to Jerry Springer.
He scooped back his hair, thought vaguely about a haircut and worked his way through the usual complement of bills and junk mail. There was a nice little packet of reader mail forwarded by his publisher that he decided to read and savor later, his monthly issue of Prison Life and a postcard from a friend vacationing in Maui.
Then he picked up a plain white envelope with his name and address carefully handwritten on it. The return address was San Quentin.
He received mail from prisoners routinely, but not, Noah thought with a frown, at his home address. Sometimes they wanted to kick his ass on general principles, but for the most part they were certain he’d want to write their story.
He hesitated over the letter, not sure if he should be annoyed or concerned that someone in one of those cages had his home address. But when he had opened it and skimmed the first lines, his heart gave a quick jerk that was both shock and fascination.
Dear Noah Brady,
My name is Sam Tanner. I think you’ll know who I am. We are, in a way, connected. Your father was the primary investigating officer in my wife’s murder, and the man who arrested me.
You may or may not be aware that he has attended all of my parole hearings since I began serving my sentence. You could say Frank and I have kept in touch.
I read with interest your book Hunt by Night. Your clear-sighted and somewhat dispassionate look into the mind and methods of James Trolly made his systematic selection and mutilation of male prostitutes in West Hollywood more chilling and real than any of the stories in the media during his spree five years ago.
As an actor I have a great appreciation for a strong, clearheaded writer.
It has been some years since I’ve bothered to speak to reporters, to the freelance journalists and writers who initially clamored to tell my story. I made mistakes in whom I trusted, and was paid back by having my words twisted to suit the public’s thirst for scandal and gossip.
In reading your work, I’ve come to believe that you’re interested in the truth, in the real people and events that took place. I find this interesting, given my connection to your father. Almost as if it’s been fated. I’ve come to believe in fate over these last years.
I would like to tell you my story. I’d like you to write it. If you’re interested, I think you know where to find me.
I’m not going anywhere for a few more months.
Sincerely,
Sam Tanner
“Well, well.” Noah scratched his chin and read over the high points of the letter again. When his phone rang, he ignored it. When Caryn’s angry voice shot out accusing him of being an insensitive pig, cursing him and swearing revenge, he barely heard.
“Oh, I’m interested all right, Sam. I’ve been interested in you for twenty years.”
He had files stuffed full on Sam Tanner, Julie MacBride and the Beverly Hills murder his father had investigated. He’d kept them and had continued to accumulate data even after his painful visit to Olivia at college.
He’d put the book aside, but not his interest in the case. And not his determination to one day write the book that would tell the story from all angles.
But he’d put it aside for six years, he thought now, because every time he started to work on it again, he saw the way Olivia had looked at him when she’d stood by the desk in that little hotel room, with his papers gripped in her hands.
This time when that image tried to form, he blocked it out. He couldn’t, and wouldn’t, channel his work because of a blighted love affair.
An exclusive series of interviews with Sam Tanner. They’d have to be exclusive, Noah thought as he got to his feet to pace. He was going to make that a condition from the get-go.
He’d need a list of everyone involved, even peripherally. Family, friends, employees, associates. Excitement pumped through his blood as he began to outline his research strategy. Court transcripts. Maybe he could track down some of the members of the jury. Police reports.
The thought of that brought him up short. His father. He wasn’t at all sure his father was going to be happy with the idea.
He headed to the shower to clean up. And to give himself time to think.
 
The Brady house hadn’t changed a great deal over the years. It was still the same pale rose stucco, the lawn nicely mowed and the flowers on the edge of death. Since his father had retired from the force the year before, he’d piddled with a variety of hobbies including golf, photography, woodworking and cooking. He’d decided he hated golf after the first nine holes. He’d also decided that he had no eye for photography, no affinity for wood and no skill in the kitchen.
Six months after his retirement, Celia sat him down, told him she loved him more than she had the day they’d married. And if he didn’t find something to do and get out of her house she was going to kill him in his sleep.
The local youth center saved his life and his marriage. Most afternoons he could be found there, coaching the kids on the basketball court as he’d once coached his son, listening to their complaints and triumphs and breaking up the inevitable fights and squabbles.
Mornings, after Celia had gone off to work, he spent puttering, doing crosswords or sitting in the backyard reading one of the paperback mystery novels he’d become addicted to since murder was no longer a part of his daily routine.
That’s where Noah found him, his long legs stretched out in front of him as he relaxed in a lawn chair under a stingy patch of shade.
He wore jeans, ancient sneakers and a comfortably wrinkled cotton shirt. His hair had gone a shimmering pewter gray but remained full and thick.
“Do you know how hard it is to kill geraniums?” Noah glanced at the withered pink blooms struggling along the back deck. “It almost has to be premeditated.”
“You’ll never convict me.” Pleased to see his son, Frank set aside the latest John Sandford novel.
Merely shaking his head, Noah unwound the hose, switched it on and gave the desperate flowers another shot at life.
“Didn’t expect to see you until Sunday.”
“Sunday?”
“Your mother’s birthday.” Frank narrowed his eyes. “You didn’t forget?”
“No. I’ve already got her present. It’s a wolf.” He turned his head to grin. “Don’t panic, she doesn’t get to keep it here. She gets to adopt one in the wild, and they keep tabs on it for her. I figured she’d go for that—and the earrings I picked up.”
“Show-off,” Frank grumbled and crossed his feet at the ankles. “You’re still going out to dinner with us Sunday, though?”
“Wouldn’t miss it.”
“You can bring that girl if you want, the one you’ve been seeing.”
“That would be Caryn, who just left me a message on my machine calling me a pig. I’m steering clear of her.”
“Good. Your mother didn’t like her.”
“She only met her once.”
“Didn’t like her. ‘Shallow,’ ‘snooty,’ ‘stupid’ I believe were the three words she used.”
“It’s annoying how she’s always right.” Satisfied the geraniums would live another day, Noah turned off the hose and began to wind it back on its wheel.
Frank said nothing for a moment, just watched while his son carefully aligned the hose. Carefully enough to make Frank’s lips twitch. “You know, I was a pretty good detective. I don’t think you came here to water my flowers.”
When he couldn’t use the hose to stall any longer, Noah slid his hands in the back pockets of his jeans. “I got a letter this morning. Guy in San Quentin wants me to tell his story.”
“And?” Frank raised his eyebrows. “You get fairly regular correspondence from criminals these days, don’t you?”
“Yeah, most of it’s useless. But I’m interested in this case. Been interested in it for a while.” He took off his sunglasses, met his father’s eyes levelly. “About twenty years now. It’s Sam Tanner, Dad.”
There was a little hitch in Frank’s heart rate. Beat, hesitation, beat. He didn’t jolt. He’d been a cop too long to jump at shadows and ghosts, but he braced. “I see. No, I don’t see,” he said immediately and pushed out of his chair. “I put that son of a bitch away and now he writes to you? He wants to talk to the son of the man who helped send him over, who’s made goddamn sure he stayed over for twenty years? That’s bullshit, Noah. Dangerous bullshit.”
“He mentioned the connection.” Noah kept his tone mild. He didn’t want to argue, hated knowing he was going to upset his father, but his decision was already made. “Why did you go to all his parole hearings?”
“Some things you don’t forget. And because you don’t, because you can’t, you make sure the job stays done.” And he’d made a promise to a young girl with haunted eyes as they’d stood in the deep shadows of the forest. “He hasn’t forgotten either. What better way to pay me back than to use you?”
“He can’t hurt me, Dad.”
“I imagine that’s just what Julie MacBride thought the night she opened the door to him. Stay away from him, Noah. Put this one aside.”
“You haven’t.” He held up a hand before Frank could speak. “Just listen a minute. You did your job. It cost you. I remember how it was. You’d pace the floor at night, or come out here to sit in the dark. I know there were others that followed you home, but nothing ever like this one. So I never forgot it either. I guess you could say it’s followed me, too. This one’s part of us. All of us. I’ve wanted to write this book for years. I have to talk to Sam Tanner.”
  
“If you do that, Noah, and go on to write this book, drag out all that ugliness again, do you realize what it might do to Tanner’s other victims? The parents, the sister. Her child?”
Olivia. No, Noah told himself, he was not going to cloud the issue with Olivia. Not now. “I thought about what it might do to you. That’s why I’m here. I wanted you to know what I’m going to do.”
“It’s a mistake.”
“Maybe, but it’s my life now, and my job.”
“You think he’d have contacted you if you weren’t mine?” Fear and fury sprang out in equal measures, turning Frank’s eyes hard, snapping into his voice like the crack of a bullet. “The son of a bitch refuses to talk to anyone for years—and they’ve tried to get to him. Brokaw, Walters, Oprah. No comment, no interviews, no nothing. Now, just months before he’s likely to get out, he contacts you, offers you the story on a plate. Damn it, Noah, it doesn’t have to do with your work. It has to do with mine.”
“Maybe.” Noah’s tone chilled as he slipped his sunglasses back on. “And maybe it has to do with both. Whether or not you respect my work, it’s what I do. And what I’m going to keep doing.”
“I never said I didn’t respect your work.”
“No, but you never said otherwise either.” It was a bruise Noah just realized he’d been nursing. “I’ll take my breaks where I find them and make them work for me. I learned that from you. I’ll see you Sunday.”
Frank stepped forward, started to speak. But Noah was already striding away. So he sat, feeling his age, and stared down at his own hands.
 
Noah’s foul mood drove home with him, like a separate energy, an irritable passenger in the stone-gray BMW. He kept the top down, the radio up, trying to blow away the anger, drown out his thoughts.
He hated the sudden discovery that he was hurt because his father had never done a tap dance of joy over the success of his books.
  
It was stupid, he thought. He was old enough not to need the whistles and claps of parental approval. He wasn’t eighteen and scoring the winning basket at the tail of the fourth quarter any longer. He was a grown man both happy and successful in his profession. He was well paid, and his ego got all the boosts it required from reviews and royalty checks, thank you very much.
But he knew, had known all along, that his father disapproved of the path he’d taken with his writing. Because neither had wanted to confront the other, little had been said.
Until today, Noah thought.
Sam Tanner had done more than offer a story to be told. He’d put the first visible crack in a relationship Noah had counted on all his life. It had been there before, hidden, from the first moment he’d decided to write about all the ripples on the river of murder.
Fiction would have been fine, Noah knew. Entertaining. But digging and exposing the realities, stripping down killers, victims, survivals for public consumption. That’s what his father disliked—and couldn’t understand.
And just now, because he didn’t know how to explain it, Noah’s mood teetered on the edge of vile.
Spotting Caryn’s car parked in front of his house tripped it over the rest of the way.
He found her sitting on his back deck, her long, smooth legs clad in tiny pink shorts, a wide-brimmed straw hat protecting her face from the sun. When he opened the glass door, she looked up, her eyes brimming behind the amber lenses of her designer sunglasses. Her lips trembled.
“Oh, Noah. I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”
He cocked his head. It would’ve been fascinating if it hadn’t been so tedious. It was a pattern he recognized from their weeks together. Fight, curse, accuse, throw things, slam out. Then come back with tearful eyes and apologize.
Now, unless she’d decided to deviate from form, she would slither around him and offer sex.
When she rose, smiling tremulously as she crossed to him and slid her arms around him, he decided she just didn’t have the imagination to improvise.
  
“I’ve been so unhappy without you these last few days.” She lifted her mouth to his. “Let’s go inside so I can show you how much I’ve missed you.”
It worried him a little that he wasn’t tempted, not in the least.
“Caryn. It’s not going to work. Why don’t we just say it was fun while it lasted?”
“You don’t mean it.”
“Yes.” He had to nudge her back so she’d stop rubbing against him. “I do.”
“There’s someone else, isn’t there? All the time we were living together, you were cheating on me.”
“No, there’s no one else. And we weren’t living together. You just started staying here.”
“You bastard. You’ve already had another woman in our bed.” She rushed past him, into the house.
“It’s not our bed. It’s my bed. Goddamn it.” He was more weary than angry, until he walked into the bedroom and saw she was already ripping at his sheets. “Hey! Cut it out.”
He made a grab for her, but she rolled onto the bed, leaped off the other side. Before he could stop her, she’d grabbed the bedside lamp and heaved it at him. The best he could do was block it so the base didn’t rap him between the eyes.
The sound of the glass crashing on the floor snapped the already unsteady hold on his temper.
“Okay, that’s it. Get out. Get the hell out of my house and stay away from me.”
“You never cared. You never thought about my feelings.”
“You’re right, absolutely.” He went for her as she made a beeline for his prized basketball trophy. “I didn’t give a damn about you.” He panted it out as he struggled to get her out without losing any of his own skin to her long, lethal nails. “I’m a pig, a creep, a son of a bitch.”
“I hate you!” She shrieked it, slapping and kicking as he dragged her to the front door. “I wish you were dead!”
“Just pretend I am. And I’ll do the same for you.” He shoved her outside, shut the door, then leaned back against it.
  
He let out a long breath, rolled his shoulders. Then because he hadn’t heard her car start, glanced out the window. Just in time to see her rake her keys over the glossy finish of his BMW.
He roared like a wounded lion. By the time he had flung open the door and burst out, she was leaping into her own car, squealing away.
Hands clenched, he looked at the damage. Deep, nasty scratches formed letters on the hood. PI. At least she hadn’t had the satisfaction of finishing the thought, he decided.
Okay, fine. He’d have the car repaired while he was out of town. It seemed like a very good time to head north to San Quentin.
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Noah’s first distant glimpse of San Quentin made him think of an old fortress now serving as some sort of thematic resort complex. Disneyland for cons.
The building was the color of sand and stretched out over San Francisco Bay with its multilevels and towers and turrets with a faintly exotic air.
It didn’t smack of prison unless you thought of the armed guards in those towers, the spread of security lights that would turn the air around it orange and eerie at night. And all the steel cages it held inside.
He’d opted to take the ferry from San Francisco to Marin County and now stood at the rail while it glided over water made choppy by the wind. He found the architecture of the prison odd and somehow very Californian, but doubted the inmates had much appreciation for the structure’s aesthetics.
It had taken him only hours to clear through channels for permission to visit. It made Noah wonder if Tanner had connections on the inside that had helped smooth the way.
Didn’t matter, Noah decided while the wind cut through his hair like jagged shards of glass. The results were what counted.
He’d taken a day to read through his files on the MacBride murder, to study, refresh his memory, to consider. He knew the man he would meet as well as anyone from the outside was able to, he imagined.
At least he knew the man Tanner had been.
A hardworking, talented actor with an impressive string of successful movies under his belt by the time he’d met Julie MacBride, his co-star in Summer Thunder. He’d also, by all accounts, had an impressive string of females associated with his name before he’d married. It had been a first marriage for both of them, though he’d been seriously involved with Lydia Loring, a very hot property during the seventies. The gossip columns had had a field day with their stormy and very public breakup once he’d set his sights on Julie.
He’d enjoyed his fame, his money and his women. And had continued to enjoy the first two after his marriage. There’d been no other women after Julie. Or, Noah mused, he’d been very, very discreet.
Insiders called him difficult, temperamental, then had begun to use terms like “explosive temper,” “unreasonable demands” when his two films after Summer Thunder had tanked at the box office.
He’d begun to show up late and unprepared for shooting, had fired his personal assistant, then his agent.
It became one of Hollywood’s worst-kept secrets that he was using, and using heavy.
So he’d become obsessive about his wife, delusional about the people around him, focused on Lucas Manning as his nemesis and, in the end, violent.
In 1975, he’d been the top box-office actor in the country. By 1980, he’d become an inmate in San Quentin. It was a long way to fall in a short amount of time.
The careless spread of staggering wealth and fame, the easy access to the most beautiful women in the world, the scrambling of maître d’s to provide the best tables, the A-list for parties, the cheers of fans. How would it feel to have that sliding through your fingers? Noah wondered. Add arrogance, ego, mix it with cocaine, a little freebasing, jealousy over an up-and-coming box-office rival and a shattered marriage, and you had a perfect formula for disaster.
It would be interesting to see what the last twenty years had added, or taken away, from Sam Tanner.
He was back in his rental car when the ferry docked, and anxious to get on with it. Though he hoped to be done with the initial interview in time to get back to the airport and catch the evening flight home, he’d tossed a few things in a bag just in case he decided to stay over.
He hadn’t mentioned the trip to anyone.
As he waited his turn, he drummed his fingers on the wheel to the Spice Girls and inexplicably thought of Olivia MacBride.
Oddly, the image that came to his mind was of a tall, gangly girl with pale hair and tanned arms. Of sad eyes as they’d sat on a riverbank watching beavers splash. He had done his research, but had found nothing public on her since her childhood. A few speculations now and then in the press, a recap story, the reprint of that stunning photo of her grief when she’d been four—that was all the mass media could manage.
Her family had pulled the walls up, he thought, and she’d stayed behind them. Just as her father had stayed behind the thick sand-colored walls of his prison. It was an angle he intended to pursue.
When the time came, he’d do whatever it took to convince her to speak with him again, to cooperate with the book. He could only hope that after six years her bitterness toward him would have lost its edge. That the sensible—and wonderfully sweet—science student he’d spent such a lovely few days with would see the value and the purpose of what he meant to do.
Beyond that, he couldn’t think of what it would be like to see her again. So he tucked her away in his mind and concentrated on today.
He drove his rental car down the road toward the prison, passed an old pier and a pumping station. He caught a glimpse of a paved trail which he assumed led down to the water, and what might have been a little park, though he wondered why anyone would want to loiter or picnic in the shadow of those forbidding walls.
The visitors’ parking lot skirted a small, attractive beach, with the waters a dull iron gray beyond. He’d considered a tape recorder, or at least a notebook, but had decided to go in cold. Just impressions, this time. He didn’t want to give Tanner the idea he was making a commitment.
The visitors’ entrance was a long hall with a side door halfway down. The single window was covered with notices, preventing views from either side. There was a sign on the door that had a chill sliding down his spine even as his lips quirked in wry amusement:
PLEASE DO NOT KNOCK. WE KNOW YOU ARE OUT THERE. WE WILL GET TO YOU AS SOON AS POSSIBLE.
So he stood, alone in the empty hallway with the wind whistling stridently, waiting for those who knew he was there to get to him.
When they did, he relayed his business, gave his ID, filled out the required forms. There was no small talk, no polite smiles.
He’d been the route before—in New York, in Florida. He’d been on death row and felt the ice slick through his gut at the sound of doors sliding shut and footsteps echoing. He’d spoken to lifers, the condemned and already damned.
He’d smelled the hate, the fear and the calculation, as much a stink in the air as sweat and piss and hand-rolled cigarettes.
He was taken down a hallway, bypassing the main visitors’ area, and shown into a small, cheerless room with a table and two chairs. The door was thick with a single window of reinforced glass.
And there, Noah had his first look at what had become of Sam Tanner.
Gone was the pampered screen idol with the million-dollar smile. This was a hard man, body and face. Noah wondered how much his mind had toughened as well. He sat, one hand chained, the bright orange prison jumpsuit baggy and stark. His hair was cut brutally short and had gone a nearly uniform ash gray.
The lines dug deep into his face gave him the look of a man well beyond his age of fifty-eight. And Noah remembered another inmate once telling him prison years were long dog years. Every one behind bars was the equal of seven out in the world.
The eyes were a sharp and cold blue that took their time studying Noah, barely flicked toward the guard when they were told they had thirty minutes.
  
“Glad you could make it, Mr. Brady.”
That hadn’t changed, Noah realized. The voice was as smooth and rich and potent as it had been in his last movie. Noah sat as the door closed and the locked snicked into place at his back.
“How did you get my home address, Mr. Tanner?”
A ghost of a smile played around his mouth. “I still have some connections. How’s your father?”
Noah kept his eyes level and ignored the jolt in his gut. “My father’s fine. I can’t say he sends his best.”
Sam’s teeth bared in a fleeting grin. “A straight-up cop, Frank Brady. I see him and Jamie . . . now and again. She’s still a pretty woman, my former sister-in-law. I wonder just how close her and your old man are.”
“Did you get me all the way up here to annoy me, Tanner, with speculations on my father’s personal life?”
The smile came back, small and sly. “I haven’t had much interesting conversation lately. Got any reals?”
Noah lifted a brow. He knew most of the basic prison terms. “No, sorry. I don’t smoke.”
“Fucking California.” With his free hand, Sam reached inside his jumpsuit, carefully removed the tape that affixed a single hand-rolled cigarette and wooden match to his chest. “Making prisons nonsmoking facilities. Where do they come up with this shit?”
He lighted the match with his thumbnail, then puffed the cigarette to life. “Used to be I had the resources for a full brick a day. A couple packs of reals is decent currency inside. Now I’m lucky to get a carton a month.”
“It’s lousy the way they treat murderers these days.”
Those hard blue eyes only glimmered—amusement or disdain, Noah couldn’t be sure. “Are you interested in crime and punishment, Brady, or are you interested in the story?”
“One goes with the other.”
“Does it?” Sam blew out a stream of ugly-smelling smoke. “I’ve had a long time to think about that. You know, I can’t remember the taste of good scotch, or the smell of a beautiful woman. You can deal with the sex. There are plenty inside who’ll bend over for you if that’s what you want. Otherwise you’ve always got your hand. But sometimes you wake up in the middle of the night just aching for the smell of a woman.”
He jerked a shoulder. “There ain’t no substitute. Me, I read a lot to get through those times. I used to stick to novels, pick a part in one and imagine playing it when I got out. I loved acting.” He said it with the same cold look in his eyes. “I loved everything about it. It took me a long time to accept that part of my life was over, too.”
Noah angled his head. “Is it? What role are you playing here, Tanner?”
Abruptly, Sam leaned forward, and for the first time life sprang into his eyes, hot and real. “This is all I’ve got. You think because you come in here and talk to cons you understand what it’s like? You can get up and walk out anytime. You’ll never understand.”
“There’s not much stopping me from getting up and walking out now,” Noah said evenly. “What do you want?”
“I want you to tell it, to put it all down. To say how it was then, how it is now. To say why things happened and why they didn’t. Why two people who had everything lost it all.”
“And you’re going to tell me all that?”
“Yeah, I’m going to tell you all of it.” Sam leaned back, drawing out the last stingy sliver of his smoke. “And you’re going to find out the rest.”
“Why? Why me, why now?”
“Why you?” Sam dropped the smoldering bit of paper and tobacco on the floor, absently crushed it out. “I liked your book,” he said simply. “And I couldn’t resist the irony of the connection. Seemed almost like a sign. I’m not one of the pitiful who found God in here. God has nothing to do with places like this, and He doesn’t come here. But there’s fate, and there’s timing.”
“You want to consider me fate, okay. What’s the timing?”
“I’m dying.”
Noah skimmed his gaze coolly over Sam’s face. “You look healthy enough to me.”
  
“Brain tumor.” Sam tapped a finger on his head. “Inoperable. The doctors say maybe a year, if I’m lucky—and if I’m lucky, I’ll die in the world and not inside. We’re working on that. It looks like the system’s going to be satisfied with my twenty now that I’m dead anyway.”
He seemed to find that amusing and chuckled over it. It wasn’t a sound that encouraged the listener to join in. “You could say I’ve got a new sentence, short stretch with no possibility of parole. So, if you’re interested, you’ll have to work fast.”
“You’ve got something new to add to everything that’s been said, printed, filmed over the last couple of decades?”
“Do you want to find out?”
Noah tapped a finger on the table. “I’ll think about it.” He rose. “I’ll get back to you.”
“Brady,” Sam said as Noah moved to the door. “You didn’t ask if I killed my wife.”
Noah glanced back, met his eyes dead on. “Why would I?” he said and signaled for the guard.
Sam smiled a little. He thought the first meeting had gone well and never doubted Frank Brady’s son would come back.
 
Noah sat in Prison Supervisor Diterman’s office, surprised and a little flattered that his request for a meeting had been so quickly granted. Hollywood would never have cast George Diterman in the role of head of one of the country’s most active prisons. With his thinning patch of hair, small build and round black-framed glasses, he looked like a man very low on the feeding chain of a midlevel accounting firm.
He greeted Noah with a brisk handshake and a surprisingly charming smile. “I enjoyed your first book,” he began as he took his place behind his desk. “And I’m already enjoying the second.”
“Thank you.”
“And should I assume you’re here gathering information to write another?”
“I’ve just spoken with Sam Tanner.”
“Yes, I’m aware of that.” Diterman folded his small, neat hands on the edge of his desk. “I cleared the request.”
  
“Because you admire my work or because of Tanner?”
“A little of both. I’ve been in this position in this facility for five years. During that period Tanner has been what you’d call a model prisoner. He stays out of trouble, he does his work in the prison library well. He follows the rules.”
“Rehabilitated?” Noah asked with just enough cynicism in his tone to make Diterman smile again.
“That depends on which definition you choose. Society’s, the law’s, this house’s. But I can say that at some point, he decided to do his time clean.”
Diterman unlaced his fingers, pressed them together, laced them tidily again. “Tanner’s authorized me to give you access to his records and to speak to you frankly about him.”
He works fast, Noah mused. Fine. He’d been waiting a long time to begin this book, and he intended to work fast himself. “Then why don’t you, Supervisor, speak frankly to me about Inmate Tanner.”
“According to reports, he had a difficult time adjusting when he first came here. There were a number of incidents—altercations between him and the guards, between him and other prisoners. Inmate Tanner spent a large portion of 1980 in the infirmary being treated for a number of injuries.”
“He got into fights.”
“Consistently. He was violent and invited violence. He was transfered to solitary several times during his first five years. He also had an addiction to cocaine and found sources within the prison to feed that addiction. During the fall of 1982 he was treated for an overdose.”
“Deliberate or accidental?”
“That remains unclear, though the therapist leaned toward accidental. He’s an actor, a good one.” Diterman’s eyes remained bland, but Noah read sharp intelligence in them. “My predecessor noted several times that Tanner was a difficult man to read. He played whatever role suited him.”
“Past tense.”
“I can only tell you that for the past several years he’s settled in. His work in the library appears to satisfy him. He keeps to himself as much as it’s possible to do so. He avoids confrontations.”
“He told me he has an inoperable brain tumor. Terminal.”
“Around the first of the year he complained of severe, recurring headaches, double vision. The tumor was discovered. Tests were run, and the consensus is he has perhaps a year. Most likely less than that.”
“How’d he take it?”
“Better than I think I would. There are details of his file and his counseling and treatment I can’t share with you, as I’ll require not only his permission, but other clearance.”
“If I decide to pursue this, to interview him, to listen, I’ll need your cooperation as well as his. I’ll need names, dates, events. Even opinions. Are you willing to give me those things?”
“I’ll cooperate as much as I’m able. To be frank, Mr. Brady, I’d like to hear the entire story myself. I had a tremendous crush on Julie MacBride.”
“Who didn’t?” Noah murmured.
 
He decided to stay the night in San Francisco, and after settling into a room with a view overlooking the bay, he ordered up a meal and set up his laptop. Once he’d plugged into the Internet, he did a search on Sam Tanner.
For a man who’d spent two decades behind bars without granting a single interview, there was a wealth of hits. A number of them dealt with movies, his roles, summaries and critiques. Those could wait.
He found references to a number of books on the case, including unauthorized biographies of both Sam and Julie. Noah had a number of them in his library and made a note to himself to read through them again. There were articles on the trial, mostly rehashes.
He found nothing particularly fresh.
When his meal arrived, Noah ate his burger and typed one-handed, bookmarking any areas he might want to explore again.
He’d seen the photographs that popped before. The one of Sam, impossibly handsome, and a luminous Julie, both beaming beautifully into the camera. Another of Sam, shackled, being led out of the courthouse during the trial and looking ill and dazed.
And both of those men, Noah thought, were inside the cooleyed and calculating inmate. How many others would he find before his book was done?
That, Noah admitted, was the irresistible pull. Who lived behind those eyes? What was it that gripped a man and drove him to butcher the woman he claimed to love, the mother of his child? To destroy everything he swore mattered to him?
Drugs? Not enough, in Noah’s opinion. And not in the court’s opinion either, he recalled. The defense had fallen back on drugs during the sentencing phase, attempting to get the sentence reduced due to mitigating circumstances. It hadn’t swayed the results.
The brutality of the crime had outweighed everything else. And, Noah thought now, the pathetic video testimony of the victim’s four-year-old child. No jury could have turned their backs on that little girl, her tearful description of what she’d seen that night, and given Sam Tanner any pity.
Twenty to life, the first fifteen without possibility of parole.
Noah didn’t intend to be judge or jury but to align facts. As far as he was concerned, drugs didn’t matter. Drugs might blur the edges, remove inhibitions. They might bring out the beast, but the beast had to exist in order to act.
The hand that had plunged the scissors repeatedly into Julie MacBride had belonged to a monster. He didn’t intend to forget that.
He could research the crime objectively, he could distance himself from the horror of it. That was his job. He could sit and listen to Sam Tanner, talk with him, become intimate with his mind and put it all down on paper. He could dissect the man, prowl around in his brain and note the changes that may or may not have taken place inside him over the last two decades.
But he wouldn’t forget that one night in high summer, Sam Tanner hadn’t been a man.
He started to begin a new search on Julie MacBride, then on impulse changed it to River’s End Lodge and Campground. He sat back and sipped his coffee as their home page came up. Technology, he mused, was a wonderful thing.
There was an arty and appealing photo of the lodge, exactly as he remembered it. A couple of interior photos showed the lobby and one of the guest suites. There was a chatty little description, which touched on the history, the accommodations, the beauty of the national forest.
Another click took him to the recreational offerings—fishing, canoeing, hiking, a naturalist center . . .
He paused there and grinned. She’d done it, then. Built her center. Good for you, Liv.
They offered guided tours, a heated pool, health-club facilities.
He skimmed down, noting that weekend, full-week and special packages were offered. The proprietors were listed as Rob and Val MacBride.
Nowhere did he find Olivia’s name.
“You still there, Liv?” he wondered. “Yeah, you’re still there. With the forest and the rivers. Do you ever think of me?”
Annoyed he’d had the thought, the question, he pushed away from the desk and stalked to the window. He looked out at the city, at lights, at traffic.
And wondered what had become of his ancient backpack.
Turning away, he flicked on the television, just for the noise. There were times when he couldn’t think in silence. Because he was a man, and there was a remote at hand, he couldn’t resist surfing the channels. He let out a short laugh when Julie MacBride, young, gorgeous and alive, filled the screen. Those striking amber eyes were glowing with love, with pleasure, with the sheen of tears as she raced down a long sweep of white stairs and into the arms of Sam Tanner.
Summer Thunder, Noah mused. Last scene. No dialogue. The music swells . . . He watched, hearing the flood of violins as the couple embraced, as Julie’s warm flow of laughter joined it. As Sam lifted her off her feet, circling, circling in celebration of love found.
Fade-out.
  
Fate? Noah thought. Well, sometimes there was just no arguing with it.
He picked up a notebook, plopped down on the bed with it and began to make a list of names and questions.
Jamie Melbourne
David Melbourne
Roy and Val MacBride
Frank Brady
Charles Brighton Smith
Prosecution team? Who’s still alive?
Lucas Manning
Lydia Loring
Agents, managers, publicists?
Rosa Sanchez (housekeeper)
Other domestic staff?
At the bottom of the list, he wrote “Olivia MacBride.”
He wanted more from her than memories of one violent night. He wanted what she remembered of her parents together, what she remembered of them individually. The tone of their household, the undercurrents of marital distress.
There were always other angles to pursue. Had Julie been involved with Lucas Manning—giving credence to her husband’s jealousy?
Would she have told her sister? Would the child have sensed it? The servants?
And wasn’t it interesting, Noah decided, that his daughter hadn’t been among the things Sam Tanner claimed to miss?
Oh yes, Olivia was key, Noah thought, and circled her name. This time, he couldn’t allow himself to be distracted by feelings, by basic attraction, by even the connection of friendship.
They were both older now, and that was behind them. This time when they met, it would be the book first.
He wondered if she still wore her hair pulled back in a ponytail, if she still had that brief hesitation before she smiled.
  
“Give it a rest, Brady,” he muttered. “That’s history.”
He pushed himself up, then dug in his briefcase for the numbers he’d looked up and scribbled down before leaving L.A. Rain began to lash the windows as he made the call, and he adjusted his vague plans of going out and indulging in some San Francisco nightlife to a solo beer at the bar downstairs.
“Good afternoon, Constellations.”
“Noah Brady calling for Jamie Melbourne.”
“Ms. Melbourne is with a client. May I take a message?”
“Tell her I’m Frank Brady’s son, and I’d like to speak with her. I’m out of town at the moment.” He glanced at the phone, then reeled off the number. “I’ll be in for another hour.”
That was a test, he mused as he hung up. Just to see how quickly the Brady name got a call back.
He stretched back out on the bed and had surfed through the channels twice when his phone rang. “Brady.”
“Yes, this is Jamie Melbourne.”
“Thanks for getting back to me.” Within six minutes, Noah thought with a glance at his watch.
“Is this about your father? I hope he’s well.”
“He’s fine, thanks. This is about Sam Tanner.” He paused, waited, but there was no response. “I’m in San Francisco. I spoke with him earlier today.”
“I see. I was under the impression he spoke to no one, particularly reporters or writers. You’re a writer, aren’t you, Noah?”
The first name, putting him in his place, he decided. Maintaining control. A good and subtle move. “That’s right. He spoke to me, and I’m hoping you will, too. I’d like to set up an appointment with you. I should be back in town by tomorrow evening. Do you have any time free Thursday or Friday?”
“Why?”
“Sam Tanner wants to tell his story. I’m going to write it, Ms. Melbourne, and I want to give you every opportunity to tell your part of it.”
“The man killed my sister and broke the hearts of every member of my family. What else do you need to know?”
  
“Everything you can tell me—unless you want the information I gather coming only from his point of view. That’s not what I’m after here.”
“No, you’re after another best-seller, aren’t you? However you can get it.”
“If that were true, I wouldn’t have called you. Just talk to me—off the record if you want. Then make up your mind.”
“Have you spoken with anyone else in my family?”
“No.”
“Don’t. Come to see me Thursday at four. At my home. I’ll give you an hour, no more.”
“I appreciate it. If I could have your address?”
“Get it from your father.” She snapped that out, her controlled voice finally breaking. “He knows it.”
Noah winced as she broke the connection, though the click was quiet, almost discreet. Definitely stepping onto shaky ground there, he decided. She was predisposed not to cooperate, not to be objective about what he intended to accomplish.
He flipped through channels without interest as he considered. Sam hadn’t told him about his death sentence in confidence. Perhaps he’d pass that information to Jamie, see if it made any difference to her. He could also use her reluctance to cooperate in his strategy with Sam.
Playing one against the other would result in more information from both of them—if he did it well.
And he’d just keep his own long-term and personal fascination with the case his little secret for now.
He drifted off with the rain pattering on the windows and the television blaring, and dreamed a dream he wouldn’t remember of giant trees and green light, and a tall woman with golden eyes.






thirteen
The same guard took Noah to the same room. This time he’d brought a notepad and a tape recorder. He set them both on the table. Sam glanced at them, said nothing, but Noah caught a quick glint in his eyes that might have been satisfaction. Or relief.
Noah took his seat, switched on the recorder. “Let’s go back, Sam. Nineteen seventy-three.”
“Fever was released in May, and was the biggest moneymaker of the summer. I got an Oscar nomination for it. I listened to ‘Desperado’ every time I turned on the radio. The sixties were pretty well dead,” Sam said with what might have been amusement, “and disco hadn’t quite reared its ugly head. I was unofficially living with Lydia and having great sex and monumental fights. Pot was out, snow was in. There was always a party going on. And I met Julie MacBride.”
He paused, just a heartbeat of silence. “Everything that had happened to me before that moment took second place.”
“You were married that same year.”
“Neither one of us was the cautious type, or the patient type.” His gaze drifted off, and Noah wondered what images he could see playing against the ugly bare walls. “It didn’t take us long to figure out what we wanted. What we wanted was each other. For a while, that was enough for both of us.”
“Tell me,” Noah said simply, and waited while Sam took out his contraband cigarette, lighted it.
“She’d been in Ireland with her sister, taking a couple weeks between projects. We met in Hank Midler, the director’s, office. She came in—wearing jeans and a dark blue sweater. Her hair was pulled back. She looked maybe sixteen. She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen in my life.”
His gaze arrowed back, shot straight into Noah’s eyes. “That’s not an exaggeration. It’s the truth. I was used to women—to having them, enjoying them. One look at her, and she might have been the first. I think I knew, right then, she’d be the last. You may not understand that.”
“Yes, I do understand it.” He’d experienced that rush, that connection, when this man’s daughter had opened her apartment door and given him a faintly annoyed frown.
“Been in love, have you, Brady?”
“I’ve been in something.”
Sam let out a short laugh, then looked past Noah again, seemed to dream. “My belly clutched up,” he murmured. “And my heart . . . I could actually feel it shaking inside me. When I took her hand it was like . . . yes. You. Finally. Later, she told me it had been exactly the same for her, as if we’d been moving through our lives to get to that moment. We talked about the script, went about the business as if both of us weren’t reeling. Afterward, I asked her to dinner, and we agreed to meet at seven. When I got home, I told Lydia it was over.”
He paused, laughed a little, drew deep on the cigarette. “Just over. I wasn’t kind about it, wasn’t cruel. The fact was, she’d simply ceased to exist for me. All I could think of was that at seven I’d see Julie again.”
“Was Julie involved with anyone at that time?”
“She’d been seeing Michael Ford. The press played it up, but it wasn’t serious. Two weeks after we met, we moved in together. Quietly, or as quietly as we were able to.”
“You met her family?”
“Yes, that was important to her. It was a lot of work for me to bring Jamie around. She was very protective of Julie. She didn’t trust me, thought Julie was just another fling. Hard to blame her,” he said with a jerk of his shoulders. “I’d had plenty.”
“Did it bother you that Julie’s name was linked to a number of men at that time? Ford was just the latest.”
“I didn’t think of it then.” Sam pulled the stub of the cigarette out of his mouth, crushed it out with a restrained violence that had Noah’s eyes narrowing. “It was only later, when things got out of control. Then I thought about it. Sometimes it was all I could think about. The men who’d had her, the men who wanted her. The men she wanted. She was pulling away from me, and I wanted to know who was going to take my place. Who the hell was she turning to when she was turning away from me? Lucas Manning.”
Even after twenty years, saying the name scored his tongue. “I knew there was something between them.”
“So you killed her to keep her.”
The muscles in Sam’s jaws quivered once, and his eyes went blank. “That’s one theory.”
Noah gave him a pleasant smile. “We’ll talk about the rest of the theories some other time. What was it like working with her on the movie?”
“Julie?” Sam blinked, lifted a hand to rub it distractedly over his face.
“Yes.” Noah continued in the same mild tone. He’d thrown Sam off rhythm, exactly as he’d intended. He wasn’t about to settle for well-rehearsed lines and perfect phrasing. “You were getting to know each other on two levels during the shoot. As lovers, and as actors. Let’s talk about what she was like as an actor.”
“She was good. Solid.” Sam dropped his hands into his lap, then lifted them onto the table as if he wasn’t quite sure what to do with them. “A natural. The term’s overused, but it applied to her. She didn’t have to work as hard as I did. She just felt it.”
“Did that bother you? That she was better than you?”
“I didn’t say she was better.” His hands stilled, and his gaze whipped up, two hot blue points. “We came at it from two different places, different schools. She had a phenomenal memory, and that helped her with lines. She never forgot a fucking line. But she tended to put herself into her director’s hands, almost naively trusting him to make it all come together. She didn’t know enough about the rest of the craft to risk input on angles, lighting, pacing.”
  
“But you did,” Noah interrupted before Sam could fall back into a rhythm.
“Yeah, I did. Midler and I went head-to-head plenty on that film, but we respected each other. I was sorry to hear he died a couple of years ago. He was a genius.”
“And Julie trusted him.”
“She practically worshiped him. The chance to work with him was the main reason she’d taken the part. And he knew how to showcase her, knew how to coax the best from her. She was like a sponge, soaking up the thoughts and feelings of her character, then pouring them out. I built the character, layer by layer. We made a good team.”
“Julie won the New York Film Critics’ Award for her portrayal of Sarah in Summer Thunder. You were nominated but didn’t win. Did that cause any friction between you?”
“I was thrilled for her. She was upset that I hadn’t won. She’d wanted it more than I had. We’d been married less than a year at that time. We were as close to royalty as you can get in that town. We were completely in love, completely happy, and riding the wave. She shared everything with me then, understood me as no one ever had.”
“And the next year, when she was nominated for an Oscar for best actress for Twilight’s Edge, and your movie got mixed reviews. How did that affect your relationship?”
A muscle twitched under Sam’s left eye, but he continued to speak coolly. “She was pregnant. We concentrated on that. She wanted a healthy baby a lot more than she wanted a statue.”
“And you? What did you want?”
Sam smiled thinly. “I wanted everything. And for a while, that’s just what I had. What do you want, Brady?”
“The story. From all the angles.” He leaned forward and switched off the tape recorder. “I’m heading back to L.A.,” he continued as he began to pack his briefcase. “I’ll be talking to Jamie Melbourne tomorrow.”
He noted the way Sam’s fingers jerked and curled on the table. “Is there anything you want me to pass along to her?”
“She won’t take anything from me but my death. She’ll be getting that soon enough. She was jealous of Julie,” he said in a rush, and had Noah pausing. “Julie could never see it, or never wanted to admit it, but Jamie had plenty of built-up jealousy over Julie’s looks, her success, her style. She played the devoted sister, but if she’d had the chance, if she’d had the talent, she’d have knocked Julie aside, stepped over her and taken her place.”
“Her place with you?”
“She settled for Melbourne, music agent with no talent of his own. She played second lead to Julie all her life. When Julie was dead, Jamie finally got the spotlight.”
“Is that another theory?”
“If she hadn’t tagged on to Julie, she’d still be running that lodge up in Washington. You think she’d have a big house, her business, her pussy-whipped husband if Julie hadn’t cleared the way?”
Oh, there was resentment here, bitterness that had brewed for more than two decades. “Why should that matter to you?”
“She’s kept me in here, made damn sure I didn’t get a decent shot at parole these last five years. Made it her goddamn mission to keep me inside. And all the while she’s still sucking up what Julie left behind. You talk to her, Brady, you have a nice chat with her, and you ask her if she wasn’t the one who talked Julie into filing for divorce. If she wasn’t the one who pushed it all over the edge. And if she wasn’t the one who built her whole fucking big-time business off her dead sister’s back.”
 
The minute his plane took off, Noah ordered a beer and opened his laptop. He wanted to get his thoughts and impressions into words while they were still fresh, and he wanted to get home, spread his notes out around him, start making calls, setting up interviews.
The rush of anticipation racing through his blood was a familiar sensation and told him he was committed now. There was no going back. The endless stream of research, digging, backtracking and puzzling didn’t intimidate him. It energized him.
  
From now until it was done, Sam Tanner would be the focus of his life.
He wants to run the show, Noah wrote. So do I. It’s going to be an interesting tug-of-war. He’s smart. I think people have underestimated him, seeing him purely as a spoiled and selfish pretty boy with a filthy temper. He’s learned control, but the temper’s still under it. And if his reaction to Jamie Melbourne is any indication, his temper can still be mean.
I wonder how much of what he tells me will be the truth, what he sees as the truth, or outright lies.
One thing I’m sure of is that he wants the spotlight again. He wants to be recognized. He wants the attention that’s been denied him since he walked into San Quentin. And he wants it on his terms. I don’t think he’s looking for sympathy. I don’t think he gives a good goddamn about understanding. But this is his story. He’s chosen the time to tell it, and he’s chosen me to tell it to.
It’s a good twist—the son of the cop who took him down writing the book. The press will play on it, and he knows it.
His comments on Jamie Melbourne are interesting. Truth, perception or lie? It’ll be even more interesting to find out.
Most intriguing of all is the fact that he’s yet to ask about Olivia, or to mention her by name.
He wondered if Jamie would.
 
Noah understood that Jamie Melbourne’s publicity firm, Constellations, was one of the most prestigious in the entertainment business. It had branches in Los Angeles and New York and represented top names.
He also understood that prior to her sister’s death, Jamie had represented only Julie, and had worked primarily out of her own home.
It was an unarguable fact that Jamie’s star had risen after her sister’s murder.
What that meant, Noah mused as he drove through the gates to the elaborate home in Holmby Hills, was yet to be seen.
  
According to his research, the Melbournes had moved into the estate in 1986, selling their more modest home and relocating here where they were known for their lavish parties.
The main house was three stories in sheer wedding-cake white with a long flowing front porch at the entrance flanked by columns. Rooms speared out from the central structure in two clean lines on opposite sides, with walls of glass winking out on richly blooming gardens and fussy ornamental trees.
Two gorgeous golden retrievers bounded across the lawn to greet him, tails slapping the air and each other in delight.
“Hey there.” He opened the car door and fell instantly in love. He was bending over, happily scratching ears and murmuring nonsense when Jamie walked over carrying a ratty tennis ball.
“They’re Goodness and Mercy,” she said, but didn’t smile as Noah looked up at her.
“Where’s Shirley?”
A faint wisp of humor played around her mouth. “She has a good home.” Jamie held up the ball. As one, both dogs quivered and sat, staring up with desperately eager eyes. Then she threw it, sending it sailing for the dogs to chase.
“Good arm,” Noah murmured.
“I keep in shape. It’s too nice an afternoon to sit inside.” And she’d yet to decide if she wanted him in her home. “We’ll walk.”
She turned, heading away from where the dogs were wrestling deliriously over the ball.
Noah had to agree she kept in shape. She was fifty-two, and could have passed easily for forty—and was all the more attractive as she wasn’t going for twenty.
There were a few lines, but they added strength to her face, and it was her eyes that drew the attention rather than the creases fanning out from them. They were dark, intelligent and unflinching. Her hair was a soft brown, cut in a just-above-chin-length wedge that set off the shape of her face and added to the image of a mature woman of style and no fuss.
  
She was small framed, slimly built and wore rust-colored slacks and a simple camp shirt with confidence and comfort. She walked like a woman who was used to being on her feet and knew how to get where she wanted to go.
“How is your father?” she asked at length.
“He’s fine, thanks. I guess you know he retired last year.”
She smiled now, briefly. “Yes. Does he miss his work?”
“I think he did, until he got involved with the neighborhood youth center. He loves working with kids.”
“Yes, Frank’s good with children. I admire him very much.” She walked past a glossy bush that smelled delicately of jasmine. “If I didn’t, you wouldn’t be here now.”
“I appreciate that, and your taking the time to see me, Ms. Melbourne.”
She didn’t sigh out loud, but he saw the rise and fall of her shoulders. “Jamie. He’s spoken to me about you often enough that I think of you as Noah.”
“Has he? I didn’t realize the two of you had had that much contact.”
“Frank was an integral part of the most difficult period of my life.”
“Most people tend to separate themselves from people who remind them of difficult periods.”
“I don’t,” she said briefly and walked toward a large fan-shaped swimming pool bordered in white stone and cool pink flowers. “Your father helped me through a tremendous loss, helped see that my family got justice. He’s an exceptional man.”
Your father’s a great man, Olivia had told him once. And later, Beside him, you’re very small.
Noah turned off the ache of that and nodded. “I think so.”
“I’m glad to hear it.”
As they skirted the pool, he could see the deep green of tennis courts in the distance. Tucked behind oleanders and roses was a scaled-down version of the main house.
“I don’t like your work,” she said abruptly.
“All right.”
She stopped, turned to him. “I don’t understand it. Or why you do it. Your father dedicated his life to putting people who take the lives of others in prison. And you’re dedicating yours to putting their names in print, to glorifying what they’ve done.”
“Have you read my work?”
“No.”
“If you had, you’d know I don’t glorify the people I write about or what they’ve done.”
“Writing about them is glory enough.”
“Writing about them lays it out,” Noah corrected. “The people, the acts, the history, the motives. The whys. My father was interested in the whys, too. How and when aren’t always enough. Don’t you want to know why your sister died, Jamie?”
“I know why she died. She died because Sam Tanner killed her. Because he was jealous and sick and vicious enough not to want her to live without him.”
“But they’d loved each other once, enough to marry and make a child. Enough, even when they were supposedly having serious marital difficulties, for her to open the door to him.”
“And for that last act of love, he killed her.” This time, Jamie’s voice was hot and bitter. “He used her feelings, her loyalty, her need to keep her family together. He used them against her just as surely as he used the scissors.”
“You could tell me about her the way no one else can. About what she thought, what she felt, about what happened to turn her life into a nightmare.”
“What about her privacy?”
“She’s never had that, has she?” He said it gently. “I can promise to give her the truth.”
She looked away again, wearily. “There are a lot of degrees in the truth.”
“Give me yours.”
“Why is he letting you do this? Why is he talking to you, to anyone after all these years?”
“He’s dying.” He said it straight and watched her face.
Something flickered across it, glinted in her eyes, then was gone. “Good. How long is it going to take him?”
A hard woman, Noah thought, hard and honest. “He has brain cancer. They diagnosed it in January and gave him under a year.”
“Well, justice wins. So he wants his brief time in the sun again before he goes to hell.”
“That may be what he wants,” Noah said evenly. “What he’ll get is a book written my way. Not his.”
“You’ll write it with or without my cooperation.”
“Yes, but I’ll write a better book with it.”
She believed he meant it. He had his father’s clear, assessing eyes. “I don’t want to hate you for it,” she said almost to herself. “I’ve centered all my hate on one place all these years. I don’t want to diffuse it at this point—especially now that his time is nearly up.”
“But you have something to say, haven’t you? Things you haven’t said yet.”
“Maybe I do. I spoke with my husband about this yesterday. He surprised me.”
“How?”
“He thinks we should give you your interviews. To counterbalance what Sam tells you, David thinks, to make sure whatever ugliness he’s formed in his mind doesn’t stand on its own. We were there, part of their lives. We know what happened to it. So, yes, maybe I do have something to say.”
She ripped at a hibiscus, tore the fragile pink blossom to shreds. “I’ll talk to you, Noah, and so will David. Let’s go inside so I can check my calendar.”
“Got any time now?” He smiled, a quick and charming flash. “You said I could have an hour, and we’ve only used about half that.”
“That part must come from your mother,” Jamie mused. “The fast dazzle. Frank’s more subtle.”
“Whatever works.”
“All right. Come inside.”
“I need to get my things out of the car. Taping interviews protects both of us.”
“Just ring. Rosa will let you in.”
“Rosa? Would that be Rosa Sanchez?”
  
“Rosa Cruz now, and yes, the same Rosa who worked for Julie at one time. She’s been with David and me for the past twenty years. Go get your tape recorder, Noah, you’re still on the clock.”
He made it fast, though the dogs conned him into throwing the ball for them and made him wonder why he didn’t get himself a dog of his own.
When he rang the bell, he noted that the long glass panes on either side of the grand white door were etched with calla lilies, and the marble urns that flanked them were spilling over with fuchsia in tones of deep reds and purples that were obviously well loved and well tended.
The woman who answered the door was very short and very wide, so that he thought of a barrel in a smartly pressed gray uniform. Her hair was the same color as the cloth and wound tidily, almost ruthlessly back into a nape bun. Her face was round and deep gold, her eyes a nut brown that snapped with disapproval.
All in all, Noah thought, she made a better guard than Goodness and Mercy, who were at that moment happily peeing on the tires of his rental car.
“Mr. Brady.” Her voice was richly Mexican and cold as February. “Ms. Melbourne will see you in the solarium.”
“Thanks.” He stepped into a foyer wide as a ballroom and had to muffle a whistle of interest at the flood of crystal in the chandelier and what seemed like acres of white marble on the floor.
Rosa’s heels clicked over it busily, giving him little time to study the art and furnishings of the living room. But what he did see told him the dogs weren’t allowed to do any romping in that area.
The solarium was a towering glass dome snugged onto the south side of the house, crowded with flowers and plants and their exotic mix of scents. Water glistened its way down a stone wall and into a little pool where white water lilies floated.
Seats and benches were tucked here and there, and a pretty conversation area was arranged beside the tall glass. Jamie was already waiting on a generously sized rattan chair with cushions striped in cheery green and white.
On the rippled glass of a round table was a clear pitcher filled with amber iced tea, two tall glasses and a plate of what Noah thought of as girl cookies—tiny, frosted and shaped like hearts.
“Thank you, Rosa.”
“You have a cocktail party at seven.” Rosa relayed this with her eyebrows beetled into one straight line.
“Yes, I know. It’s all right.”
She only sniffed, then muttered something in Spanish before she left them alone.
“She doesn’t like me.”
“Rosa’s very protective.” As he sat, Jamie leaned forward to pour the tea.
“It’s a great house.” He glanced over her shoulder, through the glass to the flood of flowers beyond. “Your dahlias are terrific, a nice match with the wild indigo and dusty miller.”
Jamie’s brows rose. “You surprise me, Noah. The horticultural limits of most young hunks stop at roses.” The grimace he didn’t quite hide made her laugh and relax. “And you can be embarrassed. Well, that’s a relief. Was it the flower comment or the hunk reference?”
“Flowers are a hobby of mine.”
“Ah, the hunk then. Well, you’re tall, built and have a very handsome face. So there you are.” She continued to smile, and indulged herself in a cookie. “Your parents keep hoping you’ll find the right woman and settle down.”
“What?”
Thoroughly amused now, she lifted the plate, offered it. “Haven’t they mentioned that to you?”
“No. Jesus.” He took a cookie, shaking his head as he set up his tape recorder. “Women aren’t high on my list right now. I just had a narrow escape.”
“Really?” Jamie tucked her legs up under her. “Want to talk about it?”
His gaze shifted, met hers. “Not while I’m on the clock. Tell me about growing up with Julie.”
  
“Growing up?” He’d broken her rhythm. “Why? I thought you’d want to discuss that last year.”
“Eventually.” The cookies weren’t half bad, so he had another. “But right now I’d like to know what it was like being her sister. More, her twin sister. Tell me about that, about when you were kids.”
“It was a good childhood, for both of us. We were close, and we were happy. We had a great deal of freedom, I suppose, as children often do who grow up outside of the city. My parents believed in giving us responsibilities and freedom in equal measure. It’s a good formula.”
“You grew up in a fairly isolated area. Did you have any other friends?”
“Hmm, a few, certainly. But we were always each other’s best friend. We enjoyed each other’s company, and liked most of the same things.”
“No squabbles, no sibling rivalry?”
“Nothing major. We had spats—I doubt anyone can fight like sisters or aim for the weak spots with more accuracy. Julie wasn’t a pushover, and gave as good as she got.”
“She get a lot?”
Jamie nibbled on her cookie, smiled. “Sure. I wasn’t a pushover either. Noah, we were two strong-minded young girls growing up in each other’s pockets. We had a lot of room, but we were . . . enclosed all the same. We sniped, we fought, we made up. We irritated each other, competed with each other. And we loved each other. Julie would take her licks, and she’d take her swipes. But she could never hold a grudge.”
“Could you?”
“Oh yes.” The smile again, slightly feline now. “That was one thing I was always better at. With Julie, she’d go her round, aim her punches, then she’d forget it. One minute she’d be furious, stomp off with her nose in the air. And the next, she’d be laughing and telling me to hurry up and look at something, or it would be, ‘Oh come on, Jamie, get over it and let’s go for a swim.’And if I didn’t get over it quickly enough, she’d keep poking at me until I did. She was irresistible.”
  
“You said holding grudges was the one thing you were better at. What was she better at?”
“Almost everything. She was prettier, sharper, quicker, stronger. Certainly more outgoing and ambitious.”
“Didn’t you resent that?”
“Maybe I did.” She looked at him blandly. “Then I got over it. Julie was born to be spectacular. I wasn’t. Do you think I blamed her for that?”
“Did you?”
“Let’s put this on another level,” Jamie said after a moment. “Using an interest we both apparently share. Do you blame one rose for being a deeper color, a bigger bloom than the other? One isn’t less than another, but different. Julie and I were different.”
“Then again, a lot of people overlook the smaller bloom and choose the more spectacular one.”
“But there’s something to be said for slow bloomers, isn’t there? She’s gone.” Jamie picked up her glass and sipped, watching Noah over the rim. “I’m still here.”
“And if she’d lived? What then?”
“She didn’t.” Her gaze shifted away now, toward something he couldn’t see. “I’ll never know what would have been in store for both of us if Sam Tanner hadn’t come into our lives.”






fourteen
“I was madly in love with Sam Tanner. And I spent many delightful hours devising ways in which he would die the most hideous and painful, and hopefully embarrassing, of deaths.”
Lydia Loring sipped her mineral water and lime from a tall, slim glass of Baccarat crystal and chuckled. Her eyes, a summery baby blue, flirted expertly with Noah and had him grinning back at her.
“Care to describe one of the methods for the record?”
“Hmmm. Well, let’s see . . .” She trailed off, recrossing her very impressive legs. “There was the one where he was found chained to the bed and wearing women’s underwear. He’d starved to death. It took many horrible days.”
“So I take it the two of you didn’t end your relationship in an amicable fashion.”
“Hell. We didn’t do anything in an amicable fashion. We were animals from the first minute we laid hands on each other. I was crazy about him,” she added, running her finger around the rim of her glass. “Literally. When they convicted him, I opened a bottle of Dom Perignon, seventy-five, and drank every single drop.”
“That was several years after your relationship ended.”
“Yes, and several years before my lovely vacation at Betty Ford’s. I do, occasionally, still miss the marvelous zip of champagne.” She lifted a shoulder. “I had problems, so did Sam. We drank hard, played hard, worked hard. We had outrageous sex, vicious fights. There was no moderation for either of us back then.”
“Drugs.”
“Rehabilitated,” she said, holding up a hand and flashing a killer smile. “My body’s a temple now, and a damn good one.”
“No arguing there,” Noah responded and made her purr. “But there were drugs.”
“Honey, they were passed out like candy. Coke was our favorite party favor. Word was after Sam fell for Julie, she put a stop to that. But me, I just kept on flying. Wrecked my health, toppled my career, screwed up my personal life by marrying two money-grubbing creeps. When the eighties dawned, I was sick, broke, ruined. I got clean and clawed my way back. Sitcom guest shots, bit parts in bad movies. I took whatever I could get, and I was grateful. Then six years ago I got Roxy.”
She smiled over the situation comedy that had boosted her back to the top. “A lot of people talk about reinventing themselves. I did it.”
“Not everyone would be so up-front about the mistakes they made along the way. You’ve always been brutally honest about what you did, where you were.”
“Part of my personal philosophy. I had fame once, and I handled it badly. I have it again, and I don’t take any of it for granted.”
She glanced around the spacious dressing room with its plump sofa, fresh flowers. “Some say Roxy saved my life, but they’re wrong. I saved my life, and part of the process was putting my relationship with Sam Tanner in perspective. I loved him. He loved Julie. And look what that got her.”
She plucked a glossy green grape from a bowl, popped it in her mouth. “Look what getting dumped by him got me.”
“How did you feel about her?”
“I hated her.” She said it cheerfully, without a hint of guilt. “Not only did she have what I wanted, but she came off looking like the wholesome girl next door while I was the used-up former lover. I was thrilled when their marriage hit the rocks, when Sam started showing up at clubs and parties again. The old Sam. Looking for action, asking for trouble.”
“Did you give it to him? The action? The trouble?”
For the first time since the interview began, she hesitated. Stalling, she rose to refill her glass. “I was different back then. Selfish, single-minded. Destructive. He’d come into a party, make some comment about Julie being tired or tied up. But I knew him, knew that edge in his eyes. He was unhappy and angry and restless. I was between marriages to Asshole Number One and Asshole Number Two. And I was still in love with Sam. Pitifully in love with him.”
She turned then, looking smart and sophisticated in the snazzy red suit she would wear to shoot the upcoming scene. “This is painful. I didn’t realize it would be painful. Well . . .” She lifted her glass in salute and offered him her signature self-mocking smile. “Builds character. At one of those ubiquitous parties we indulged ourselves in during that regrettable era, Sam and I shared a couple of lines for old times’ sake. I won’t say who hosted the party, it doesn’t really matter. It could have been anyone. We were in a bedroom, sitting at this ornate glass table. The mirror, the silver knife, the pretty little straws. I egged him on about Julie. I knew what buttons to push.”
Her gaze turned inward, and this time he thought he saw regret in them. “He said he knew she was fucking Lucas—Lucas Manning. He was going to put a stop to that, by Christ, and she was going to pay for cheating on him. She was keeping his daughter away from him, turning the kid against him. He’d see them all in hell before she replaced him with that son of a bitch. They didn’t know who they were dealing with, and he’d show them just who they were dealing with. He was ranting, and I pushed him along, telling him exactly what he wanted to hear. All I could think was, he’ll leave her and come back to me. Where he belongs. Instead he turned on me, shoved me away. We ended up screaming at each other. Just before he slammed out he looked at me, sneered at me. He said I’d never have any class, never be anything but a second-rate whore pretending to be a star. That I’d never be Julie.
“Two days later, she was dead. He made her pay,” Lydia said with a sigh. “If he’d killed her that night, the night he left me at that party, I don’t think I’d have survived it. For purely selfish reasons I’m grateful he waited just long enough so I was sure he’d forgotten me again. You know, it took me years to realize how lucky I was he never loved me.”
“Did he ever hit you?”
“Sure.” The humor came back into her eyes. “We hit each other. It was part of our sexual dance. We were violent, arrogant people.”
“But there weren’t any reports of abuse or violence in his marriage until the summer she died. What do you think about that?”
“I think she was able to change him, for a time. Or that he was able to change himself, for a time. Love can do that, or very great need. Noah . . .” She came back and sat. “I believe he really, really wanted to be the person he was with her. And it was working. I don’t know why it stopped working. But he was a weak man who wanted to be strong, a good actor who wanted to be a great one. Maybe, because of that, he was always doomed to fail.”
There was a brisk knock at the door. “Ms. Loring? You’re needed on the set.”
“Two minutes, honey.” She set her glass aside, grinned at Noah. “Work, work, work.”
“I appreciate your squeezing some time into your schedule for me.”
When he rose, she eyed him up and down, with a sly cat smile on her face. “I imagine I could . . . squeeze more if you’re interested . . .”
“I’m bound to have some follow-up questions along the way.”
She stepped closer, tapped a finger to his cheek. “You look like such a bright young man, Noah. I think you know I was talking about a more personal session.”
“Yeah. Ah, the thing is, Lydia, you scare me.”
She threw back her head and laughed in delight. “Oh, what a lovely thing to say. What if I promise to be gentle?”
“I’d say you’re a liar.” Relieved by her laugh, he grinned back at her.
  
“There, I said you were bright. Well . . .” She hooked her arm through his as they walked to the door. “You know how to get in touch now if you change your mind. Older women are very creative, Noah.”
She turned, gave him a sharp, little nip on the bottom lip that had both heat and nerves swimming into his blood.
“Now you’re really scaring me. One last thing?”
“Mmmm.” She turned again, leaned back against the door. “Yes?”
“Was Julie having an affair with Lucas Manning?”
“All business, aren’t you? I find that very sexy. But since I don’t have time to attempt a worthwhile seduction, I’ll tell you that I don’t know the answer. At the time, there were two camps on that subject. The one that believed it—delighted in believing it—and the one that didn’t, and wouldn’t have if Julie and Lucas had been caught in bed naked at the Beverly Hills Hotel.”
“Which camp were you in?”
“Oh, the first, of course. I got off hearing anything negative or juicy about Julie in those days. But that was then, and this isn’t. Later, years later, when Lucas and I had our obligatory affair—” She lifted her brows when his eyes narrowed. “Oh, didn’t dig that up, I see. Yes, Lucas and I had a few memorable months together. But he never told me if he’d slept with her. So I can only tell you I don’t know. But Sam believed it, so it hardly matters.”
It mattered, Noah thought. Every piece mattered.
 
Like any self-respecting resident of Los Angeles, Noah conducted a great deal of business on the freeway. As he wound through traffic toward home, he used his cell phone to try to contact Charles Brighton Smith.
Sam Tanner’s renowned defense attorney was seventy-eight, still practicing law when the mood struck him, on his fifth wife—this one a gorgeous twenty-seven-year-old paralegal—and currently enjoying the sun and surf at his island retreat on St. Bart’s.
  
With tenacity, Noah managed to get as far as an administrative assistant who informed him in snippy tones that Mr. Smith was incommunicado, but the message and request for an interview would be related at the earliest convenience.
Interpreting that to mean anytime from tomorrow to never, Noah went to work on accessing a copy of the trial transcript.
He toyed with swinging off the exit to his parents’ house, then decided he would treat his father professionally, try to keep their personal relationship separate. Somehow.
It was time, he thought, to sit down at his machine and begin working out an outline for the book. He’d already decided on the form. It wouldn’t begin with the murder, as he’d once planned, but with all that had led up to it.
A section on Sam Tanner’s rise through Hollywood, paralleled by a section on Julie MacBride’s. The meeting that had changed them, the fast-forward love affair sliding, from all reports, into a blissful marriage that had produced a much-loved child.
Then the disintegration of that marriage, of love turning to obsession and obsession to violence.
And a section on the child. One who had seen the horrors of that violence. A section on the woman she’d become and how she lived with it.
Murder didn’t stop with death. That, Noah thought as he turned toward home, was something he’d learned from his father. And what, most of all, he tried to illustrate in his work.
It hurt that the man he admired and respected most didn’t understand that.
He parked, jingling his keys in his hand as he walked toward his front door. It annoyed him that he couldn’t seem to shake that need for his father’s approval. If I’d been a cop, he thought, scowling, that would’ve been just dandy. Then we’d sit around over a beer and talk shop, crime and punishment, and he’d brag about his son, the detective, at his weekly pinochle game.
  
But I write about murders instead of investigating them, so it’s like some slightly embarrassing secret.
“Get over it, Brady,” he muttered, then started to jab the key in the lock.
He didn’t need to. He didn’t have to be a homicide detective to see the door was unlocked and not quite closed. The muscles of his stomach clutched into one tight, nasty ball as he gently nudged the door open.
He stood, staring in shock at the destruction of his house.
It looked as if a team of mad demons had danced over every surface, ripped and torn at every fabric, smashed every piece of glass.
He leaped inside, already swearing and felt only a quick flutter of relief when he saw his stereo equipment still in place.
Not a burglary then, he thought, hearing the buzz of blood in his head as he waded through the mess. Papers were strewn everywhere, glass and pottery crunched under his feet.
He found his bedroom in worse condition. The mattress had been shredded, the filling spilling out like guts from a belly wound. Drawers were upended and thrown against the wall to splinter the wood. When he found his favorite jeans sliced from the waist down to their frayed hems, the buzz turned to a roar.
“She’s crazy. She’s fucking insane.”
Then anger turned to sheer horror. “No, no, no,” he hissed under his breath as he raced from the bedroom into his office. “Oh God, oh shit.”
His basketball trophy was now stuck dead center in his computer monitor. The keyboard, ripped away from the unit, was covered with potting soil from the ornamental lemon tree that had thrived in the corner. His files were scattered, torn, covered with dirt.
Before it had been destroyed, his computer had been used to generate the single clean sheet of paper and message that was taped to the base of the trophy:
  
I WON’T STOP UNTIL YOU DO.
Rage washed through him like a tidal wave, in one vicious, screaming flood. Before he could think, he dug for his phone, then only cursed bitterly when he found the receiver smashed.
“Okay, Caryn, you want war, you got war. Lunatic bitch.”
He stormed back into the living room for the briefcase he’d dropped, tearing through it for his cell phone.
When he realized his hands were shaking, he walked outside, sucked in air, then just sat down and dropped his head into his hands.
He was sick, dizzy, with the fury still pumping through him in fast, hot beats. But under it was the baffled outrage of the victim. When he was able to use the phone, he didn’t call Caryn, but his father.
“Dad. I’ve got a problem here. Can you come over?”
Twenty minutes later, Frank pulled up and Noah was sitting in exactly the same spot. He hadn’t worked up the energy to go back inside but got to his feet now.
“Are you all right?” Moving fast, Frank came up the walk, took his son by the arm.
“Yeah, but . . . well, take a look for yourself.” He gestured toward the door, then braced himself to step inside.
“God almighty, Noah.” This time Frank laid a hand on Noah’s shoulder in support, even as he scanned the room, picking up details in the chaos. “When did you find this?”
“About a half hour ago, I guess. I had an appointment in Burbank, just got back. I’ve been gone all day doing research.”
“Did you call the cops?”
“No, not yet.”
“That’s the first step. I’ll do it.” He took Noah’s phone and made the call. “The electronics are still here,” he began when he disconnected. “You keep any cash in the house?”
“Yeah, some.” He stepped through the debris and into the office, kicking papers out of the way. He found his desk drawer in the corner, with a fifty-dollar bill under it. “I probably had a couple of hundred,” he said, holding up the bill. “I’d guess the rest is buried under here somewhere. Everything’s still here, Dad. It’s just trashed.”
“Yeah, I think we can rule out burglary.” He studied the monitor, felt a twinge of his own. He remembered when Noah had won that MVP trophy, the pride and excitement they’d shared. “Got a beer?”
“I did, before I left this morning.”
“Let’s see if you still do. And we’ll go sit out on the deck.”
“It’ll take me weeks to replace some of this data,” Noah said as he rose. “Some I’ll never be able to replace. I can buy a goddamn new computer, but not what was in it.”
“I know. I’m sorry, Noah. Let’s go outside and sit down until the uniforms get here.”
“Sure, what the hell.” More sick than angry now, Noah found two beers in the refrigerator, popped tops on both and sat with Frank on the back deck.
“You got any idea who or why on this?”
Noah let out a short laugh, then tipped back the beer to drink deeply. “Just a little bunny boiler I know.”
“Excuse me?”
“Caryn.” Noah dragged a hand through his hair, then sprang up to pace. “A little clip from Fatal Attraction. She didn’t take it well when I stopped seeing her. She’s been calling, leaving crazy messages. And the other day she was out here when I got home, all dewy-eyed and apologetic. When I didn’t bite, she got nasty. Keyed my car on the way out.”
“You still have any of her messages on your machine?”
“No. My strategy was to ignore her so she’d go away.” He looked in through the deck door and the light of battle came back into his eyes. “Didn’t work. She’s going to pay for this.”
“You know what she drives?”
“Sure.”
“We’ll check with the neighbors, see if anyone saw her or her car in the area today. You give the cops her address and let them go have a talk with her.”
“Talk’s not what I have in mind.”
“The best thing for you to do is stay clear. I know you’re pissed, Noah,” he continued when Noah whirled around. “And we can have her charged with breaking and entering, destruction of property, malicious mischief, and all manner of things if we can prove she did this.”
“Prove it, my ass. Who else? I knew she did it the minute I walked in.”
“Knowing and proving are different things. Could be she’ll admit to it under a little pressure. But for now, you let the cops take the report, do their job, and you steer clear. Don’t talk to her.” Worry clouded Frank’s eyes at the battle light gleaming in his son’s. “Has she ever gotten physically violent with you?”
“Jesus, I outweigh her by sixty pounds.” He sat again, then looked up quickly. “I never touched her that way. The last time she was here, she went at me and I hauled her out the door.”
Frank worked up a smile. “You sure can pick ’em.”
“I’m giving celibacy a try for a while.” With a sigh, Noah picked up his beer again. “Women are too much trouble. A couple of hours ago I got hit on by a TV star old enough to be my mother, and for a minute, it didn’t seem like such a bad idea.”
“Your appointment in Burbank,” Frank said, primarily to keep Noah’s mind off his problem for a little while.
“Yeah, Lydia Loring, she looks damn good.” He rubbed the bottle of beer between both hands. “I’m interviewing people connected to Sam Tanner and Julie MacBride. I’ve been to San Quentin. I’ve talked to Tanner twice.”
Frank puffed out his cheeks. “What do you want me to say?”
“Nothing.” Disappointment was just one more weight in his gut. “But I’m hoping you’ll cooperate, talk to me about the case, your investigation. I can’t write the whole story, do justice to it, without your end. Sam Tanner has brain cancer. He has less than a year to live.”
Frank lowered his eyes to his beer. “Some things come around,” he murmured. “They take their own sweet time, but they come around.”
“Don’t you want to know?” Noah waited until Frank looked up again. “You never forgot this case, never really let go of it, or the people in it. He confessed, he recanted, then he shut up for twenty years. Only three people know what happened that night, and only two of them are still alive. One’s dying.”
“And one was four years old, Noah. For pity’s sake.”
“Yeah, and her testimony damned him. Tanner will talk to me. I’ll convince Olivia MacBride to talk to me. But you’re the one who strings them together. Are you going to talk to me?”
“He’s still looking for glory. At the end, he’s still looking for glory, and he’ll twist what he tells you so that he gets it. The MacBride family deserves better.”
“I thought I deserved your respect. But I guess we don’t always get what we deserve.” He got to his feet. “The cops’re here.”
“Noah.” Frank stood, touched a hand to his son’s arm. “Let’s table this until we get what’s going on here with you straightened out. Then we’ll talk again.”
“Fine.”
“Noah.” Frank tightened his grip, accepted the look of anger in his son’s eyes. “Let’s get through one problem at a time.” He nodded toward the living area. “This is a pretty big one.”
“Sure.” Noah resisted the nasty urge to shrug the hand away. “One problem at a time.”
 
It was one tedious routine followed by another. Telling his story to the police, answering their questions, watching them look over what was left of his things was only the first. He called his insurance company, reported the loss, dealt with the curiosity of the neighbors who wandered down.
Then he locked himself inside and wondered where to begin.
It seemed most practical to start in the bedroom, to see if he had any clothes worth salvaging or if he’d walk around naked until he could get more. He managed to pick through, find enough for one mixed load and dumped it all together in the washing machine.
  
He ordered a pizza, got out another beer and, sipping it, studied the living room. He wondered if it wouldn’t be better all around to just hire a crew to come in with shovels and haul the entire mess away.
“Start from scratch, Brady,” he muttered. “It could be liberating.”
He was still scoping it out when someone knocked on his door. Since it was too soon for the pizza, he considered ignoring it. But decided even another nosy neighbor was better than stewing in his own helpless disgust.
“Hey, Noah, don’t you ever return phone calls? I’ve been . . . whoa, some party. Why wasn’t I invited?”
Resigned, Noah closed the door behind his oldest friend. Mike Elmo had been part of his life since grade school. “It was a surprise party.”
“I bet.” Mike hooked his thumbs in the pockets of the Dockers he’d bought because the commercials had convinced him women couldn’t resist a guy wearing them and blinked out of eyes red rimmed from the contacts he couldn’t quite adjust to. “Man, this sucks.”
“Want a beer?”
“You bet. You get ripped off?”
“Just ripped.” Noah took the path he’d already kicked clear into the kitchen. “Caryn’s a little irritated that I dumped her.”
“Wow, she do this? Seriously twisted.” He shook his head, his chestnut-brown eyes soft and sad. “I told you.”
Noah snorted and offered the beer. “You told me she was your lifetime fantasy woman and tried to pump me for every sexual detail.”
“So my fantasy woman’s twisted. What’re you going to do?”
“Drink this beer, eat some pizza and start cleaning it up.”
“What kind of pizza?”
“Pepperoni and mushroom.”
“Then I can give you a hand.” Mike plopped his chunky butt on a torn cushion. “So do you think Caryn’d have sex with me now that you’ve split?”
  
“Jesus, Mike.” Noah enjoyed his first laugh in hours. “Sure, I’ll even put in a good word for you.”
“Cool. Rebound sex is very intense.” He stretched out his short legs, crossed his ankles. “Oh yeah, I get a lot of rebound sex. Guys like you shake a woman off, they’re prime for me.”
“I sure do appreciate your support and sympathy during this difficult time.”
“You can count on me.” He offered Noah his surprisingly sweet, puppy-dog smile out of his half-homely face. “Hey, it’s only stuff, and not really good stuff anyway. You go back to Ikea, or hit Pier 1 or something, and dump it all back in. Take you a few hours.”
Because he’d been thinking the same thing about the bulk of his furniture, Noah scowled. “She broke my basketball trophy.”
Mike straightened, and a look of utter horror whitened his face. “Not the MVP—not from the championship game of eighty-six?”
“Yeah.” And since that had gotten the kind of rise out of his friend that soothed the soul, he narrowed his eyes. “She broke it by shoving it into my computer monitor.”
“That sick, evil bitch broke your computer? Christ, God.” He was up now, stumbling through the wreckage to Noah’s office.
Computers were Mike’s first love. Women could come and go—and for him it was usually the latter—but a good motherboard was always there for you. He actually yelped when he saw the damage, then leaped toward the once-sleek trophy.
“Jesus, she killed it dead. She mutilated it. Butchered it. What kind of a mind does this?” He turned back to Noah, his eyes wide and bright and blinking as his contacts haloed his vision. “She should be hunted down like a dog.”
“I called the cops.”
“No, for this you need a vigilante like Dark Man, you need ruthlessness like the Terminator.”
“I’ll give them a call next. Think you can salvage anything off the hard drive? She trashed every stinking one of my disks.”
  
“She’s the Antichrist, Noah.” He shook his head sadly. “I’ll see what I can do, but don’t hold out any hope. There’s the pizza,” he said when he heard the knock. “Let me fuel up, then I’ll do what I can do. And you know what? I don’t even want rebound sex with her now.”






fifteen
It took Noah a week to get his house in order. The sorting, cleaning, dumping was purely a pain in the ass, but the demands of it kept him from feeling helpless.
A new computer was a priority, and with Mike egging him on, he bought a system that sent his friend into raptures of delight and envy.
He wouldn’t have bought all the damn software games if Mike hadn’t kept pushing them on him. And he sure as hell wouldn’t have sat up half the night playing video pinball if he hadn’t bought it in the first place.
But he told himself that was beside the point. He’d needed the distraction.
He outfitted his living room with cargo furniture, ordering straight out of an in-store catalog by pointing at a page and telling the salesman: “Give me that.”
This delighted the salesman and saved Noah a headache.
Within two weeks, he could walk through his house without cursing and made serious inroads on reorganizing his office and regenerating lost data.
He had his car back, a new mattress, and a half-baked promise through Smith’s admin for a meeting when the lawyer returned to California the following month.
And he managed to track down Lucas Manning.
Manning wasn’t quite as cheerfully forthcoming as Lydia Loring had been, but he agreed to talk about Julie. Noah met him at Manning’s Century City suite of offices. It always surprised and slightly disillusioned Noah that actors had big, plush executive offices.
They might as well be CEOs, he thought as he was cleared through several levels of security.
Manning greeted Noah with a professional smile and assessed him with eyes of storm gray. The years had turned his once burnished-gold-coin hair into the brilliance of polished pewter and filed down his face to the sharp points and angles of a scholar. According to the polls, women continued to find him one of the most appealing leading men in the business.
“I appreciate your taking the time to talk to me.”
“I might not have.” Manning gestured to a chair. “But Lydia campaigned for you.”
“She’s quite a woman.”
“Yes, she is. So was Julie, Mr. Brady, and even after all this time it’s not easy for me to talk about what happened to her.”
No need for small talk, Noah thought, and following Manning’s lead, he took out his recorder and pad. “You worked together.”
“One of the happiest experiences of my life. She was a brilliant natural talent, an admirable woman and a good friend.”
“There are those who believed, and still believe, that you and Julie MacBride were more than friends.”
“We could have been.” Manning eased back, laid his hands on the ornately carved arms of his chair. “If she hadn’t been in love with her husband, we would have been. We were attracted to each other. Part of that was the intimacy of the roles we played, and part was simply a connection.”
“Sam Tanner believed you acted on that connection.”
“Sam Tanner didn’t value what he had.” Manning’s trained voice hardened at the edges and made Noah wonder if the delivery was emotion or simply skill. “He made her unhappy. He was jealous, possessive, abusive. In my opinion, his addiction to drugs and alcohol didn’t spark this abuse, it simply uncovered it.”
There was a bitterness still toward Tanner, Noah thought, every bit as ripe as Tanner’s was toward him. “Did she confide in you?”
“To an extent.” He lifted the fingers of one hand off the arm of the chair, then dropped them again, like a pianist hitting keys. “She wasn’t a whiner. I admit, I pressed her to talk to me, and we’d grown close during the filming, remained friends afterward. I knew she was troubled. At first she made excuses for him, then she stopped. Ultimately, she told me, in confidence, that she’d filed for divorce to snap him out of it, to force him to get help.”
“Did you and Tanner ever discuss it?”
Manning’s lips twisted into a smile. Wry and experienced. “He had a reputation for having a violent temper, for causing scenes. My career had just taken off, and I intended to be in it for the long haul. I avoided him. I’m not of the school that believes any press is good press, and I didn’t want to see headlines splashed around gloating that Tanner and Manning had brawled over MacBride.”
“Instead they gloated that Manning and MacBride were an item.”
“There was nothing I could do about that. One of the reasons I agreed to this interview was to set the record straight about my relationship with Julie.”
“Then I have to ask, Why haven’t you set the record straight before now? You’ve refused to discuss her in interviews since her death.”
“I set the record straight.” Manning angled his head slightly, lowered his chin. It was an aggressive stance with those storm-cloud eyes just narrowed. “In court,” he continued. “Under oath. But the media, the masses were never really satisfied. For some the idea of scandal, of illicit sex, was as much of a fascination as murder. I refused to play into it, to demean Julie that way.”
Maybe, Noah mused. Or maybe the mystery of it gave your rocketing career one more boost. “And now?”
“Now you’re going to write the book. Rumors around this town are that it’ll be the definitive work on the Julie MacBride murder.” He smiled thinly. “I’m sure you know that.”
“There are a lot of rumors around this town,” Noah said equably. “I let my agent worry about that end of it. I just do the work.”
“Lydia said you were sharp. You’re going to write the book,” he repeated. “I’m part of the story. So I’ll answer the questions I’ve refused to answer for the last twenty years. Julie and I were never lovers. Tanner and I never fought over her. The fact is, I’d have been delighted if both of those misconceptions had been true. The morning I heard what had happened to her remains the worst day of my life.”
“How did you hear?”
“David Melbourne called me. Julie’s family wanted to block as much media as possible, and he knew the minute the press got wind of it, they’d start hammering me for comments, interviews, statements. Of course he was right,” Manning murmured. “It was early. The call woke me. My private number. Julie had my private number.”
He closed his eyes and pain flickered over his face. “He said, ‘Lucas, I have terrible, terrible news.’ I remember exactly how his voice broke, the grief in it. ‘Julie’s dead. Oh God, God, Julie’s dead. Sam killed her.’ ”
He opened his eyes again, emotion rushing into them. “I didn’t believe it. Wouldn’t. It was like a bad dream, or worse, worse, some scene I’d be forced to play over and over again. I’d just seen her the day before. She’d been beautiful and alive, excited about a script she’d just read. Then David told me she was dead.”
“Were you in love with her, Mr. Manning?”
“Completely.”
Manning gave him two full hours. Noah had miles of tape, reams of notes. He believed part of Manning’s interview had been calculated, rehearsed. Timing, phrasing, pause and impact. But in it there was truth.
And with truth there was progress.
He decided to celebrate by meeting Mike at an off-the-strip bar called Rumors for a couple of drinks.
“She’s giving me the eye.” Mike rolled his own watering eyes to the left and muttered into his pilsner.
“Which eye?”
“The eye, you know. The blonde in the short skirt.”
Noah considered his order of nachos. The energy from a good day’s work bubbled under the surface of his skin and conversely helped him relax. “There are one hundred and thirty-three blondes in short skirts in here. They all have eyes.”
“The one two tables over to the left. Don’t look.”
Though he hadn’t intended to, Noah shrugged. “Okay. I’m going up to San Francisco again in a couple of days.”
“Why?”
“Work. The book. Remember?”
“Oh yeah, yeah. I’m telling you, she’s definitely eyeing me. She just did the hair flip. Hair flipping’s the second stage.”
“Go make a move, then.”
“I’m biding my time, scoping it out. What’s it like inside San Quentin, anyway?” Mike tried a little eyebrow wiggle on the blonde to get her reaction.
“Depressing. You walk through a door, it locks behind you. Your hair stands on end when you hear that click.”
“So does he still look like a movie star? You never said.”
“No, he looks like a man who’s spent twenty years in prison. Are you going to eat any of these?”
“After I talk to the blonde. I don’t want nacho breath. Okay, that was five full seconds of eye contact. I’m going in.”
“My money’s on you, pal.” Then Noah muttered as Mike swaggered away, “She’ll eat him alive.”
He amused himself watching the action. The dance floor was packed, bodies crammed against bodies in a shower of flashing colored lights and all bumping and twisting to the music.
It made him think of the night he’d taken Olivia dancing. And how he’d stopped hearing the music or anything but the beat of his own blood once his mouth tasted hers.
“Put it away, pal,” he muttered, and, scowling, picked up his beer. “You blew that one.”
He sipped his beer and watched the show. He’d always enjoyed an occasional night in a club, getting blasted with music and voices, being pressed in with people and movement. Now he was sitting alone, while his oldest friend worked the blonde, and wishing he’d stayed home.
  
He pushed aside the nachos without interest, lifted his beer again and spotted Caryn crossing the floor toward his table.
“Of all the gin joints in all the towns,” he mumbled and took a longer, deeper drink.
“I thought you were playing hermit.” She’d decked herself out in a leather dress of electric blue that coated her like a tattoo and screamed to an abrupt halt just past her crotch. Her hair was in a thousand wild fuck-me curls, and her mouth was painted a hot, wet red.
It occurred to him that it was just that look that had made him think with his glands when he’d first seen her. He said nothing, lifted his glass again and did his best to stare through her.
“You set the cops on me.” She leaned down, planting her palms on the table and her impressive breasts directly at eye level. “You got some nerve, Noah, getting your father to call out his gestapo friends to give me grief.”
He flicked his gaze up to hers, then over her shoulder where one of her friends was pulling desperately at her arm and muttering her name.
His lips curved in a viciously cold smile, and he pitched his voice just over the roar of music. “Why don’t you do us all a favor and get her out of here?”
“I’m talking to you.” Caryn jabbed a nail, painted the same wild blue as her dress, into his chest. “You pay attention to me when I’m talking to you, you bastard.”
The control snapped in, even as he imagined squeezing his hands around her neck until her eyes popped. “Back off.”
She jabbed him again, hard enough this time to break skin. Then let out a squeal of shock when he grabbed her wrist.
“Keep out of my way. You think you can trash my house, destroy my things and I’ll do nothing? You keep the hell out of my way.”
“Or what?” She tossed her hair back, and to his disgust he saw it wasn’t fear in her eyes, but excitement, edged with a glint of lust. “Going to call Daddy again?” She raised her voice now, to just under a scream. Even in the din, it cut and had heads turning. “I never touched your precious things. I wouldn’t lower myself to go back in that house after the way you treated me, and you can’t prove any different. If I’d been there I’d have burned it down—and I’d have made sure you were inside when I did.”
“You’re sick.” He shoved her hand aside. “And you’re pitiful.” He was pushing his chair back when she slapped him. The ring on her finger nicked the corner of his mouth, and he tasted blood. His eyes went dark and flat as he got to his feet. “You keep crossing that line, Caryn, and you’re going to get run over.”
“We got a problem here?”
Noah merely glanced at security. The man’s shoulders were wide as a canyon and his big, sharp smile didn’t hold any humor. Before he could speak, Caryn had launched herself against the boulder of his chest, blinking until her eyes filled.
“He wouldn’t leave me alone. He grabbed me.”
“Oh, for Christ’s sake.”
“That’s a damn lie.” This from Mike, who’d hopped to Noah’s side. “She started on him. She’s a lunatic, wrecked his house last week.”
“I don’t know what they’re talking about.” Tears slid gracefully down her cheeks as she tipped her face back to the bouncer’s. “He hurt me.”
“I saw what happened.” A brunette with amused eyes and a slight Southern drawl strolled up. “I was sitting right over there.” She gestured behind her, kept her voice low. “This guy was having a beer at this table, minding his own business. She came up to him, got in his face, started poking at him and yelling abuse. Then she slugged him.”
The outrage had Caryn shrieking. She took a swipe at the brunette, missing by a mile as the bouncer nipped her around the waist. Her exit, kicking and screaming, caused quite a stir.
“Thanks.” Noah dabbed the back of his hand on his lip.
The brunette’s smile was slow and friendly. “Anytime.”
  
“I’m going to get you a fresh beer. Sit, relax.” Mike fussed around him like a mother. “Man, that woman is over the edge and then some. I’ll get the beer and some ice.”
“Your friend’s very sweet.” She offered Noah a hand. “I’m Dory.”
“Noah.”
“Yes, I got that from Mike already. He likes my friend.” She fluttered a hand toward the table where the blonde sat looking wide-eyed and prettily distressed. “She likes him. Why don’t you join us?”
She had a voice like cream, and skin to match, intelligent interest in her eyes and a sympathetic smile. And he was just too damn tired to start the dance. “I appreciate it, but I’m going to take off. Go home, soak my head. I’m considering entering a monastery.”
She laughed, and because he looked as if he could use it, touched a light kiss to his cheek. “Don’t do anything rash. Ten, twenty years from now, you’ll look back and smile at this little incident.”
“Yeah, that’s about right. Thanks again, and tell Mike I’ll catch him later.”
“Sure.” She watched him go with a little tug of regret.
 
He was lost in the forest, the lovely, deep woods with the low glow of light edged with green. There was silence, such silence he could swear he heard the air breathing. He couldn’t find his way over the slick carpet of moss, through the tangle of dripping vines, beyond the great columns of trees that rose like an ancient wall.
He was looking for something . . . someone. He had to hurry, but whichever direction he took, he remained cupped there, in the ripe and green darkness. He heard the faint murmur of water from a stream, the sigh of the air and the drumming inside his head that was the frantic beat of his own blood.
Then, under it, like a whisper, came his name. Noah . . . Noah . . .
“Noah.”
  
He shot up in bed, fists raised, eyes still glazed and blinded by the dream, his heart cartwheeling madly in his chest.
“And you used to wake up with a smile on your face.”
“What? What?” He blinked his vision clear as the sharpest edge of the dream dulled and faded. “Mom?” He stared at her, then flopped back, buried his face in his pillow. “Jeez. Why don’t you just bash me over the head with a tire iron next time?”
“Let’s just say I didn’t expect to find you still in bed at eleven o’clock in the morning.” She sat on the edge of the bed, then rattled the bakery box she carried. “I brought pastries.”
His pulse had nearly leveled out, so he opened one eye—and it was full of suspicion. “Not that carob crap?”
She sighed heavily. “All my hard work for nothing. You still have your father’s stomach. No, not carob. I brought my only son poisonous white sugar and fat.”
The suspicion remained, but around it was greedy interest. “What do I have to do for them?”
She leaned over, kissed the top of his head. “Get out of bed.”
“That’s it?”
“Get out of bed,” she said again. “I’ll go make coffee.”
The idea of coffee and food thrilled him so much he was out of bed and pulling on his jeans before it struck him how weird it was to have his mother drop by with pastries on a Sunday morning.
He started out, rolled his eyes and went back for a T-shirt. She’d never let him chow down bare-chested. Since he’d gone that far, he brushed his teeth and splashed some water on his face.
Coffee was just scenting the air when he walked out.
“You know, you’re a very creative young man,” Celia began. “It baffles me that you didn’t take a little more time, a little more care in furnishing your home.”
“I just live here.” He slid onto a stool at the counter. “And this stuff suits the place.”
  
“Actually, it does.” She glanced back at the simple, straight lines and dark blue cushions. “There’s just not much of Noah around here.”
“I lost a lot of stuff.” He lifted his shoulder. “I’ll pick it up here and there, eventually.”
“Hmm.” She said nothing more, and turned away to get out mugs and plates until she could bank some of the fury. Every time she thought about what had been done to him, she wanted to march over to wherever that Caryn creature lived and wade in.
“So, what’s Dad up to?”
“A basketball game, what else?” She poured the coffee, arranged the pastries on a plate. He’d already grabbed one when she turned and opened the fridge. “You know, you’d be so much better off using your juicer than buying this processed stuff.”
His answer was muffled around Bavarian cream and only made her shake her head as she poured orange juice into a glass for him.
Leaning on the counter, she watched him eat. His eyes were heavy, she noted, his hair tousled and his T-shirt torn at the shoulder. Love, wonderfully warm, spurted through her.
He grinned a little, licking cream and chocolate off his thumb. She was so damn pretty, he thought, her hair bright as polished copper, her eyes an all-seeing blue. “What?”
“I was just thinking how good-looking you are.”
The grin widened as he reached for another pastry. “I was thinking the same thing about you. I get my good looks from my mom. She’s a beaut. And right now, she’s got something on her mind.”
“Yes, she does.” Taking her time, Celia moved around the counter, took a stool. She propped her feet on the stool between them, lifted her coffee and sipped. “You know how I’ve made it a policy not to interfere in your life, Noah?”
His grin faded. “Ah . . . yeah. I always appreciated that.”
“Good. Because with that foundation between us, I expect you to listen to what I have to say.”
  
“Uh-oh.”
She let that pass, tossed back the hair she still wore long enough to wrap into a fat braid. “Mike called me this morning. He told me what happened last night.”
“Biggest mouth in the west,” Noah muttered.
“He was worried about you.”
“Nothing to worry about, and he shouldn’t have bothered you with it.”
“Like he shouldn’t have bothered me when you were twelve and that pimply-faced bully decided you’d make a nice punching bag every day after school?” She cocked an eyebrow. “He was three years older and twice your size, but did you tell me he was pounding on you?”
Noah tried to sulk into his coffee, but his lips curved. “Dick Mertz. You drove over to his house and went head-to-head with his Neanderthal father, told him to send his little Nazi out and you’d go a couple of rounds with him.”
“There are times,” Celia said primly, “when it’s difficult to remain a pacifist.”
“It was a proud moment in my life,” Noah told her, then sobered. “I’m not twelve anymore, Mom, and I can handle my own bullies.”
“This Caryn isn’t some playground misfit either, Noah. She’s proven she’s dangerous. She threatened you last night. For God’s sake, she talked about burning your house down around you.”
Mike, you moron. “It’s just talk, Mom.”
“Is it? Are you sure?” When he opened his mouth, she merely stared until he shut it again. “I want you to get a restraining order.”
“Mom—”
“It’s basically all the police can do at this point, and it might very well intimidate her enough to make her stop, go away.”
“I’m not getting a restraining order.”
“Why?” A trickle of the genuine fear she felt broke through in the single word. “Because it’s not macho?”
He inclined his head. “Okay.”
  
“Oh!” Frustrated, she slammed her coffee down and pushed off the stool. “That’s unbelievably stupid and shortsighted. What is your penis, your shield?”
“It’s about as effective a shield as a piece of paper would be,” he pointed out as she stormed around the room. “She’ll lose interest quicker if I lie back a bit, then she’ll latch onto some other poor bastard. The fact is, I’m going to be doing a lot of traveling over the next several months. I’m heading up to San Francisco in a few days.”
“Well, I hope you don’t come back to a pile of ashes,” Celia snapped, then blew out a breath. “I’m so angry, and I’ve got nowhere to put it.”
He smiled, opened his arms. “Put it here, pal.”
She sighed again, hugely, then walked over to wrap her arms around him. “I want to punch her, just once. Just one good shot.”
He had to laugh, and tightened his grip into a fierce squeeze. “If you ever get the chance, I’ll go your bail. Now stop worrying about me.”
“It’s my job. I take my work very seriously.” She eased back, looked up. Despite the man’s face, the man’s stubble of beard, he was still her little boy. “Now, I guess we move on to phase two. I know you and your father are tiptoeing around each other.”
“Let it go, Mom.”
“Not when it involves the two most important people in my life. The two of you were like a couple of polite strangers at my birthday dinner.”
“Would you rather we’d fought about it?”
“Maybe. Boy, I seem to have latent violent tendencies.” She smiled a little, smoothed a hand over his hair, wished she could smooth out his troubles as easily. “I hate seeing both of you unhappy and distant.”
“This is my job,” he pointed out. “And I take it very seriously.”
“I know you do.”
  
“He doesn’t.”
“That’s not true, Noah.” Her brow furrowed because she heard the unhappiness under the anger. “He just doesn’t completely understand what you do and why you do it. And this particular case was—is—very personal to him.”
“It’s personal to me, too. I don’t know why,” he said when she studied him. “It just is, always has been. I have to follow through.”
“I know that, and I think you’re right.”
The tension and resentment eased off his shoulders. “Thanks.”
“I only want you to try to understand your father’s feelings on it, and actually, I think you’ll come to as you go deeper into the people and the events. Noah, he ached for that little girl. I don’t think he’s ever stopped aching for her. There’ve been other cases, other horrors, but that child stayed with him.”
She stayed with me, too, he thought. Right inside me. But he didn’t say it. He hadn’t wanted to think it. “I’ll be going up to Washington, to see if she’s still there.”
Celia hesitated, suffered through the tug-of-war with loyalties. “She’s still there. She and your father have kept in touch.”
“Really?” Noah considered as he got up to pour more coffee. “Well then, that should make things easier.”
“I’m not sure anything will make this easier.”
 
An hour later, when he was alone and slightly queasy from having inhaled four pastries, Noah decided it was as good a day as any to travel. This time he’d drive to San Francisco, he thought as he went to the bedroom to toss what few clothes he had in a bag. It would give him time to think, and he could make arrangements on the way for a few days at River’s End.
It would give him time to prepare himself for seeing Olivia again.






sixteen
Sam’s nerves slithered under his skin like restless snakes. To keep them at bay he recited poetry—Sandburg, Yeats, Frost. It was a trick he’d learned during his early stage work, when he’d suffered horribly, and he had refined it in prison, where so much of the life was waiting, nerves and despair.
At one time he’d tried to calm himself, control himself, by running lines in his head. Bits and pieces of his movies in which he would draw the character up from his gut, become someone else. But that had led to a serious bout of depression during the first nickel of his time inside. When the lines were done, he was still Sam Tanner, he was still in San Quentin and there was no hope that tomorrow would change that.
But the poetry was soothing, helped stroke back that part of himself that was screaming.
When he’d come up for parole the first time, he’d actually believed they would let him go. They, the tangled mass of faces and figures of the justice system, would look at him and see a man who’d paid with the most precious years of his life.
He’d been nervous then, with sweat pooling in his armpits and his gut muscles twisted like thin rope. But beneath the fear had been a simple and steady hope. His time in hell was done, and life could begin again.
Then he’d seen Jamie, and he’d seen Frank Brady, and he’d known they’d come to make certain the doors of hell stayed locked.
She’d spoken of Julie, of her beauty and talent, her devotion to family. Of how one man had destroyed all that, out of jealousy and spite. How he had endangered and threatened his own child.
She’d wept while she’d addressed the panel, Sam recalled, quiet tears that had trickled down her cheeks as she spoke.
  
He’d wanted to leap to his feet when she’d finished, shouting, Cut! One-take wonder! A brilliant performance!
But he’d recited poetry in his head and remained still, his face blank, his hands resting on his thighs.
Then Frank had had his turn, the dedicated cop focused on justice. He’d described the scene of the murder, the condition of the body in the pitiless, formal detail of police-speak. Only when he’d talked of Olivia, of how he’d found her, did emotion slip into his voice.
It had been all the more effective.
Olivia had been nineteen then, Sam thought now. He’d tried to imagine her as a young woman—tall and slim with Julie’s eyes and that quick smile. But he’d only seen a little girl with hair as golden as dandelion who’d always wanted a story at bedtime.
He’d known as Frank had looked at him, as their eyes had met and held, that parole wouldn’t be granted. He’d known that this same scene would be repeated year after year, like a film clip.
The rage he’d felt wanted to spew from his mouth like vomit. In his head he’d found Robert Frost and gripped the lines like a weapon.
I have promises to keep, and miles to go before I sleep.
For the last five years he’d formed and refined those promises. Now, the son of the man who’d murdered his hope was going to help him keep them.
That was justice.
Over a month had passed since Noah had first come to see him. Sam had begun to worry that he wouldn’t come back, that the seeds he’d so carefully planted hadn’t taken root after all. Those plans, those hopes, those promises that had kept him alive and sane would shatter, leaving him only the sharp edges of failure.
But he’d come back, was even now being led to this miserable little room. Interior scene, day, Sam thought as he heard the locks slide open. Action.
Noah walked to the table, set down his briefcase. Sam could smell his shower on him, the hotel soap. He was dressed in jeans, a soft cotton shirt, black Converse high-tops. There was a small healing cut at the corner of his mouth.
Sam wondered if he knew how young he was, how enviably young and fit and free.
Noah took his tape recorder, a notebook and a pencil out of the briefcase. And when the door was shut and locked at his back, tossed a pack of Marlboros and a book of matches in front of Sam.
“Didn’t know your brand.”
Sam tapped a fingertip on the pack, and his smile was sly and wry. “One’s the same as the other in here. They’ll all kill you, but nobody lives forever.”
“Most of us don’t know when or how it’s going to end for us. How does it feel being someone who does?”
Sam continued to tap his finger on the pack. “It’s a kind of power, or would be if I were in the world. In here, one day’s the same as the next anyway.”
“Regrets?”
“About being in here, or dying?”
“Either. Both.”
With a short laugh, Sam opened the cigarettes. “Neither one of us has enough time for that list, Brady.”
“Just hit the high points.”
“I regret I won’t have the same choices you do when this hour’s up. I regret I can’t decide: you know, I’d think I’d like a steak tonight, medium rare and a glass of good wine to go with it and strong black coffee after. Ever had prison coffee?”
“Yeah.” It was a small thing to sympathize with. “It’s worse than cop coffee. What else do you regret?”
“I regret that when I’m finally able to make that choice again, have that steak, I’m not going to have much time to enjoy it.”
“That seems fairly simple.”
“No, there are those who have choices and those who don’t. It’s never simple to the ones who don’t. What choice have you made?” He slid a cigarette out of the pack, angled it toward the recorder. “With this. How far are you going to go with this?”
“All the way.”
Sam looked down at the cigarette, effectively shuttering his eyes and whatever was in them. He opened the book of matches, tore one off, struck it to flame. Now, with his eyes closed he drew in that first deep gulp of Virginia tobacco.
“I need money.” When Noah only lifted an eyebrow, Sam took a second drag. “I’m getting out when my twenty’s up, my lawyer’s done that dance. I’m going to live on the outside for maybe six months. I want to live decently, with some dignity, and what I’ve got isn’t going to run to that steak.”
He took another drag, a calming breath while Noah waited him out. “It took everything I had to pay for my defense, and what you make in here isn’t what you’d call a living wage. They’ll pay you for the book. You’ll get an advance, and with your second best-seller out there, it won’t be chump change.”
“How much?”
The snakes began to stir under his skin again. He couldn’t keep his promises without financial backing. “Twenty thousand—that’s one large one for every year I’ve been in. That’ll buy me a decent room, clothes, food. It won’t set me up at the BHH, but it’ll keep me off the streets.”
It wasn’t an unusual demand, nor did Noah consider it an unreasonable amount. “I’ll have my agent draw up an agreement. That suit you?”
The snakes coiled up and slept. “Yeah, that suits me.”
“Do you plan to stay in San Francisco when you’re released?”
“I think I’ve been in San Francisco long enough.” Sam’s lips curved again. “I want the sun. I’ll go south.”
“L.A.?”
“Nothing much for me there. I don’t think my old friends will be planning a welcome-home party. I want the sun,” he said again. “And some privacy. Choices.”
“I spoke with Jamie Melbourne.”
  
Sam’s hand jerked where it rested on the table. He lifted it, bringing the cigarette that smoldered between his fingers to his lips. “And?”
“I’ll be talking to her again,” Noah said. “I’ll be contacting the rest of Julie’s family as well. I haven’t been able to hook up with C. B. Smith yet, but I will.”
“I’m one of his few failures. We didn’t part ways with great affection, but he had one of his young fresh faces spring the lock at twenty.”
“Affection isn’t what you’re going to get from the people I interview.”
“Have you talked to your father?”
“I’m doing background first.” Eyes sharp, Noah inclined his head. “I won’t agree to getting your approval on who I interview or what I use in the book. We go with this, you’ll have to sign papers waiving those rights. Even if my publishers wouldn’t insist on that, and they will, I would. Your story, Sam, but my book.”
“You wouldn’t have a book without me.”
“Sure I would. It’d just be a different book.” Noah leaned back, his pose relaxed, his eyes hard as iron. “You want choices? There’s your first one. You sign the papers, you take the twenty thousand and I write the book my way. You don’t sign, you don’t get the money and I write it my way.”
There was more of his father in him than Sam had realized before. A toughness the beach-boy looks and casual style skimmed over. Better that way, Sam decided. Better that way in the end.
“I’m not going to live to see the book in print anyway. I’ll sign the papers, Brady.” His eyes went cold, eyes that understood murder and had learned to live with it. “Just don’t fuck me up.”
Noah angled his head. “Fine. But remember, you don’t want to fuck me up either.”
He understood murder, too. He’d been studying it all his life.
 
Noah ordered a steak, medium rare, and a bottle of Côte d’or. As he ate, he watched the lights that swept over the bay glint and glow against the dark and listened to the replay of his latest interview with Sam Tanner.
But most of all he tried to imagine what it would be like to be eating that meal, drinking that wine, for the first time in over twenty years.
Would you savor it, he wondered, or feed like a wolf after a long winter’s famine?
Sam, he thought, would savor it, bite by bite, sip by sip, absorbing the flavors, the texture, the deep red color of the wine in the glass. And if his senses threatened to overload from the sudden flood of stimuli, he’d slow down even more.
He had that kind of control now.
How much of the reckless, greedy-for-pleasure, out-of-control man he had been still strained for release inside him?
It was smarter to think of Sam as two men, the one he’d been, the one he was now, Noah decided. Pieces of both had always been there, he imagined, but this was very much a story of what had been and what was. So he could sit here, try to picture how the man he knew now would deal with a perfectly cooked steak and a glass of fine wine. And he could imagine the man who’d been able to command much, much more at the flick of a finger.
The man who’d taken Julie MacBride to bed the first time.
I want to tell you how it was when Julie and I became lovers.
It hadn’t been an angle Noah had expected Sam to take, not so soon, and not so intimately. But none of his surprise came through in his voice as he’d told Sam to go ahead.
Listening now, Noah let himself slide into Sam’s place, into the warm southern California night. Into a past that wasn’t his. The words on the recording became images, and the images more of a memory than a dream.
There was a full moon. It sailed the sky and shot beams of light, like silver swords, over the dark glint of the ocean. The sound of the surf as it rose, crested, crashed on shore was like the constant beat of an eager heart.
They’d taken a drive down the coast, stopped for a ridiculous meal of fried shrimp served in red plastic baskets at a smudgy little diner where they’d hoped to go unnoticed.
She’d worn a long flowered dress and a foolish straw hat to hide that waterfall of rich blond hair. She hadn’t bothered with makeup and her youth, her beauty, her outrageous freshness hadn’t been any sort of disguise.
She’d laughed, licked cocktail sauce from her fingers. And heads had turned.
They wanted to keep their relationship private, though so far it consisted of drives like this one, a few more-elegant meals, conversations and their work. Shooting had begun the month before, drastically cutting into any personal time they could steal.
Tonight, they’d stolen a few hours to walk along that foaming surf, their fingers linked, their steps meandering.
“I love doing this.” Her voice was low and smooth, with just a hint of huskiness. She looked like an ingenue and sounded like a siren. It was part of the mystique that made her. “Just walking, smelling the night.”
“So do I.” Though he never had before her. Before Julie he’d craved the lights, the noise, the crowds and the attention centered on him. Now, being with her filled all those needy corners. “I love doing this even more.”
He turned her, and she circled fluidly into his arms. Her lips curved as his met them, and they parted, inviting him in. She flowed into him, with tastes both sweet and sharp, scents both innocent and aware. The quiet sound of pleasure she made echoed in his blood like the crash of the surf.
“You do it so well, too,” she murmured, and instead of easing away as she most often did, she pressed her cheek to his, let her body sway in tune to the sea. “Sam.” His name sighed out of her. “I want to be sensible, I want to listen to the people who tell me to be sensible.”
Desire for her was an ache in his belly, a burning in the blood. It took every ounce of control to keep his hands gentle. “Who tells you to be sensible?”
“People who love me.” She leaned back, her deep amber eyes steady on his. “I thought I could be, then I thought, Well, if I’m not, I’ll enjoy myself. I’m not a child, why shouldn’t I be one of Sam Tanner’s women if I want?”
“Julie—”
“No, wait.” She stepped back, lifted a hand palm out to stop him. “I’m not a child, Sam, and I can deal with reality. I only want you to be honest with me. Is that where we’re heading? To me becoming one of Sam Tanner’s women?”
She’d accept that. He could see it in her eyes, hear it in her voice. The knowledge both thrilled and terrified him. He had only to say yes, take her hand, and she would go with him.
She stood, her back to the dark sea with its white edges, the moonlight spearing down to cast their shadows on the sand. And waited.
For the truth, he thought, and realized the truth was what he wanted for both of them.
“Lydia and I aren’t seeing each other anymore. Haven’t been for weeks now.”
“I know.” Julie smiled a little. “I read the gossip columns like anyone else. And I wouldn’t be here with you tonight if you were still involved with someone else.”
“It’s over between us,” he said carefully. “It was over the first minute I saw you. Because the first minute I saw you, I stopped seeing anyone else, stopped wanting anyone else. The first minute I saw you . . .” He stepped to her, slipped the straw hat away so that her hair tumbled down. “I started falling in love with you. I still am. I don’t think I’ll ever stop.”
Her eyes filled so that the sheen of tears sparkled like diamonds against gold. “What’s the point of being in love if you’re going to be sensible? Take me home with you tonight.”
She stepped back into his arms, and this time the kiss was dark and edged with urgency. Then she was laughing, a quick river of delight as she grabbed the hat from him and sent it sailing over the water.
Hands clasped again, they raced back to his car like children eager for a treat.
 
With another woman he might have rushed greedily into the oblivion of movement and mating, gulping it down, taking what his body craved and seeking the brutal pleasure of release.
With another woman he might have played the role of seducer, keeping part of himself separated, like a director orchestrating each step.
In both of those methods were power and satisfaction.
But with Julie he could do neither. The power was as much hers as his. Nerves hummed along his skin as they walked up the stairs in his house.
He closed the door of the bedroom behind them. He knew pieces of Lydia were still there, though she’d been viciously methodical in removing her things—and a number of his own—when she’d moved out. But a woman never shared a man’s bed without leaving something of herself behind to force him to remember.
He had a moment to wish he’d tossed out the bed, bought a new one, then Julie was smiling at him.
“Yesterday doesn’t matter, Sam. Only tonight matters.” She laid her hands on his cheeks. “We’re all that matters, all that’s real. Touch me.” She whispered it as her mouth cruised over his. “I don’t want to wait any longer.”
It all slipped into place, the nerves fading away. When he swept her up, he understood this wasn’t simply sex or need or gratification. It was romance. However many times he’d set the scene before, or had scenes set for him, he’d never believed in it.
He laid her on the bed, covering her mouth with his as this new feeling flowed through him. Love, finally, love. Her arms, soft, smooth, wrapped around him as the kiss went deep. For a moment, it seemed his world centered there. In that mating of lips.
He didn’t tell himself to be gentle, to move slowly. He couldn’t separate himself and direct the scene. He was lost in it, and her, the scent of her hair, the taste of her throat, the sound of her breath as it caught, released, caught again.
He slipped the thin straps of the dress from her shoulders, urged it down, down her body as he savored that lovely mouth. She shivered when he stroked her breast, gasped when he skimmed tongue and teeth over the nipple, then moaned when he drew her deep into his mouth.
She fit beneath him, slid against him, rose and fell with him. She said his name, only his name, and made his heart tremble.
He touched, and took, and gave more than he’d known he had to give to a woman. Her skin dewed, adding one more flavor, her muscles quivered, adding another layer of excitement.
He wanted to see all of her, to explore everything she had, everything she was. She was long and slender and lovely, so that even the ripple of ribs against her skin was a fascination.
When she opened for him, rose up to meet him, he slipped into her like a sigh and watched those eyes film with tears.
Slow, silky movement built to shudders. She cried out once, her nails biting into his hips, then again, like an echo as he poured himself into her.
• • •
  
Noah blinked his vision clear and heard only silence. The tape had run out, he realized. He stared at the machine, more than a little stunned that the images had come quite so clear. And more than a little embarrassed to find himself hard and unquestionably aroused.
With Olivia’s face in his mind.
“Jesus, Brady.” He picked up his wine with a hand not quite steady and took a long sip.
It was one of the side effects of crawling inside Sam Tanner, imagining what it was like to love and be loved by a woman like Julie MacBride. Remembering what it had been like to want the daughter that love had created.
But it was damned inconvenient when he didn’t have any outlet for the sexual frustration now kicking gleefully in his gut.
He’d write it out, he decided. He’d finish his meal, turn on the tube for noise and write it out. Since the story had a core of possessive love and sexual obsession, he’d write in Sam’s memory of the night he and Julie had become lovers.
Maybe it was idealized, he thought, and maybe there were times, moments, connections that produced the kinds of feelings Sam had spoken of.
For Noah, sex had always been a delightful part of life, a kind of sport that required some basic skills, a certain amount of protection and a healthy sense of team spirit.
But he was willing to believe that for some it could contain gilded emotions. He’d give Sam that night, and all the romantic swells that went with it. It was after all how the man remembered it—or wanted to. And the shimmering romance of it would only add impact to the murder itself.
He booted up his laptop, poured coffee from the room-service carafe that had kept it acceptably hot. But when he rose to turn on the television, he stopped by the phone, frowned at it.
What the hell, he thought, and going with impulse dug out the number for River’s End. Within ten minutes, he’d made reservations for the beginning of the following week.
  
Sam Tanner had still not spoken of his daughter. Noah wanted to see if she would speak of him.
 
He worked until two, when he surfaced briefly to stare with no comprehension whatsoever at the television where a giant lizard was kicking the stuffing out of New York.
He watched a uniformed cop, who obviously had more balls than brains, take a few plugs at the lizard with his handgun, then get eaten alive.
It took Noah a moment to process that he was watching an old movie and not a news bulletin. That’s when he decided his brain was fried for the night.
There was one more chore on his agenda, and though he knew it was just a little nasty to have waited until the middle of the night to deal with it, he picked up the phone and called Mike in L.A.
It took five rings, and the slur of sleep and bafflement in his friend’s voice gave Noah considerable satisfaction.
“Hey. Did I wake you up?”
“What? Noah? Where are you?”
“San Francisco. Remember?”
“Huh? No . . . sort of. Jesus, Noah, it’s two in the morning.”
“No kidding?” His brows drew together as he heard another voice, slightly muffled, definitely female. “You got a woman there, Mike?”
“Maybe. Why?”
“Congratulations. The blonde from the club?”
“Ah . . . hmmmm.”
“Okay, okay, probably not the time to go into it. I’m going to be gone at least another week. I didn’t want to call my parents and wake them up, and I’m going to be pretty busy in the morning.”
“Oh, but it’s okay to call and wake me up?”
“Sure—besides, now that you’re both awake, you might get another round going. Remember to thank me later.”
“Kiss my ass.”
  
“That’s gratitude for you. Since you’re so fond of calling my mother, give her a buzz tomorrow and let her know I’m on the road.”
There were some rustling sounds, making Noah imagine Mike was finally getting around to sitting up in bed. “Listen, I just thought you needed a little . . .”
“Interference in my life. Stop pulling on your lip, Mike,” he said mildly, knowing his friend’s nervous habits well. “I’m not pissed off, particularly, but I figure you owe me. So give my mom a call and take care of my flowers while I’m gone.”
“I can do that. Look, give me a number where I can—whoa.”
The low smoke of female laughter had Noah raising an eyebrow. “Later. I don’t really want to have phone sex with you and the blonde. You let my flowers die, I’ll kick your ass.”
The response was a sharp intake of breath, a great deal of rustling and whispering. Rolling his eyes, Noah hung up on a wild burst of laughter.
Terrific, he thought and rubbed his hands over his face. Now he had two sexual adventures in his head. He decided to take a cold shower and go to bed.






the forest
Enter these enchanted woods, You who dare.
—George Meredith




seventeen
He was surprised he remembered it so well, in such detail, with such clarity. As he drove, Noah caught himself bracing for the sensory rush as he came around a switchback, heartbeats before his field of vision changed from thick wood and sheer rock to stunning blue sky painted with the dazzling white peaks of mountains.
It was true that he’d driven this way once before, but he’d been only eighteen, it had been only one time. It shouldn’t have been like coming home after a trip away, like waking up after a dream.
And it had been summer, he reminded himself, when the peaks were snowcapped, but the body of them green with the pines and firs that marched up their sides to give them the look of living, growing giants rather than the cold and still kings that reigned over the valleys.
He’d done his research, he’d studied photographs, the brochures, the travelogues, but somehow he knew they couldn’t have prepared him for this sweep, for the contrasts of deep, silent forest and wildly regal peaks.
He continued the climb long after he passed the turnoff for River’s End. He had time, hours if he chose, before he needed to wind his way down to the lowlands, the rain forest, the job.
Choices again. And his was to slip into a pull-off, get out of the car and stand. The air was cold and pure. His breath puffed out, and had little knives scoring his throat on the inhale. It seemed to him that the world was spread out before him, field and valley, hill and forest, the bright ribbon of river, the flash of lake.
Even as a car grinding into low gear passed behind him, he felt isolated. He couldn’t decide if it was a feeling he enjoyed or one that troubled him, but he stood, letting the wind slap at his jacket and sneak under to chill his body, and studied the vast blue of the sky, with the white spears of mountains vivid against it like a design etched on glass.
He thought perhaps he’d stopped just here with his parents all those years ago, and remembered standing with his mother reading the guidebook.
The Olympic Range. And however vast and encompassing it seemed from this point, he knew that at lower elevations, in the forest where the grand trees ruled, it didn’t exist. You would walk and walk in that dimness, or clatter up rocks on the tumbling hills and not see the stunning scope of them. Then you would take a turn, step out on a ridge, and there it would be. The vast sky-stealing stretch of it snatching your breath as if it had sneaked up on you instead of the other way around.
Noah took one last look, climbed back in his car and started down the switchback the way he’d come.
The trees took over. Became the world.
The detour took him a little more than an hour, but he still arrived at the lodge by three in the afternoon. He traveled up the same bumpy lane, catching glimpses of the stone and wood, the fairy-tale rooflines, the glint of glass that was the lodge.
He was about to tell himself it hadn’t changed, when he spotted a structure nestled in the trees. It mirrored the style and materials of the lodge, but it was much smaller and not nearly as weathered.
The wooden sign over the double doorway read RIVER’S END NATURALIST CENTER. There was a walking path leading to it from the lane and another from the lodge. Wildflowers and ferns appeared to have been allowed to grow as they pleased around it, but his gardener’s eye detected a human hand in the balance.
Olivia’s hand, he thought, and felt a warm and unexpected spurt of pride.
It was undoubtedly man-made, but she had designed it to blend in so well it seemed to have grown there as naturally as the trees.
He parked his car, noted that the lot held a respectable number of vehicles. It was warmer here than it had been at the pull off. Warm enough, he noted, to keep the pansies and purple salvia happy in their long clay troughs near the entrance.
  
He swung on his backpack, took out his single suitcase and was just locking his car when a dog loped around the side of the lodge and grinned at him.
Noah couldn’t think of another term for the expression. The dog’s tongue lolled, the lips were peeled back and seemed to curve up, and the deep brown eyes danced with unmistakable delight.
“Hey there, fella.”
Obviously seeing this as an invitation, the big yellow lab pranced across the lot, plopped down at Noah’s feet and lifted a paw.
“You the welcoming committee, boy?” Obligingly, Noah shook hands, then cocked his head. “Or should I say girl. Your name wouldn’t happen to be Shirley, would it?”
At the name, the dog let out one cheerful woof, then danced toward the entrance as if to tell Noah to come on, pal, get the lead out.
He was charmed enough to be vaguely disappointed when the dog didn’t follow him inside.
He didn’t see any dramatic changes in the lobby. Noah thought perhaps some of the furnishings had been replaced, and the paint was a soft, toasty yellow. But everything exuded such an aura of welcome and settled comfort that it might have been exactly so for a century.
The check-in was quick, efficient and friendly, and after having assured the clerk he could handle his baggage himself, he carried his bags, a package of information and his key up two squat sets of stairs in the main lobby and down a hallway to the right.
He’d requested a suite out of habit and because he preferred a separate area to set up his work. It was smaller than the rooms he remembered sharing with his parents, but certainly not cramped.
There was a nap-taking sofa, a small but sturdy desk, a table where guides and literature on the area were fanned. The art—running to watercolor prints of local flora—was better than decent, and the phone would support his modem.
He glanced at the view, pleased to have been given the side facing the back so it was untainted by cars. He dropped his suitcase on the chest at the foot of the sleigh bed of varnished golden wood and tossed the lid open. As his contribution to unpacking, he removed his shaving gear and dumped it on the narrow shelf over the white pedestal sink in the adjoining bath.
He considered the shower—he’d been in the car since six A.M;and thought of the beer he might find in the lobby bar. After a mild debate he decided to take the first, then go hunt up the second.
He stripped, letting his clothes lay where they fell, then diddled with the controls of the shower until the water came out fast and hot. The minute he stepped under the spray, he groaned in pleasure.
Right decision, Brady, he thought as he let the water beat on his head. And after the beer, he’d wander around, scope out the place. He wanted to get a feel for the owners, to see if he could judge by how the staff and guests spoke of them which one of the MacBrides would be the best to approach.
He wanted to go over to the Center, find Olivia. Just look at her awhile.
He’d do that in the morning, he thought. After he got his bearings and a good night’s sleep.
He toweled off, tugged on jeans. He gave some consideration to actually putting away the clothes in his bag. He opted instead to just dig out a shirt, when there was a hard rap on the door.
Noah quickly grabbed a shirt and carried it with him to the door.
He recognized her instantly. Later he would wonder why the recognition had been so immediate, and so intense. She’d certainly changed.
Her face was thinner, honed into sharp planes. Her mouth was firmer, still full and unpainted as it had been at nineteen, but it didn’t strike him as innocent any longer.
And that gave him one hard tug of annoyance and regret.
He might have noted it wasn’t smiling in welcome if he hadn’t been dealing with the ridiculous and completely unexpected flash of pleasure.
  
Her hair had darkened to a color that reminded him of the caramels Mike’s mother had always melted down at Halloween and swirled onto apples. And she’d lopped it off. Lopped off all that gorgeous shiny hair. And yet it suited her better this way. On another woman he supposed the short, straight cut with the fringe of bang would have been called pixyish. But there was nothing fairylike about the woman in the doorway with her tall and leanly athletic build.
She smelled like the woods and carried a stoneware bowl filled with fresh fruit.
He felt the foolish grin break out on his face and could think of nothing to say but: “Hi.”
“Compliments of River’s End Lodge.” She thrust the bowl at him, straight into the gut and with enough force to earn a grunt from him.
“Ah, thanks.”
She was in the room in one long stride that had him backing up automatically. When she slammed the door at her back, he lifted his eyebrows. “Do you come with the fruit? They hardly ever give you complimentary women in California.”
“You have a hell of a nerve, sneaking in here this way.”
Okay, he decided, all right, it wasn’t going to be a friendly reunion. “You’re right, absolutely. I don’t know what I was thinking of, calling ahead for reservations, registering at the desk that way.” He set the bowl down, gingerly rubbed his stomach. “Look, why don’t we take a minute to—”
“I’ll give you a minute.” She rammed a finger into his chest. “I’ll give you a minute, then you can get your butt back to Los Angeles. You have no right coming here this way.”
“Of course I have a right. It’s a goddamn hotel.” He lifted a hand. “And don’t poke at me again, okay?”
“I told you to stay away from me.”
“And I damn well did.” The flash in her eyes was a clear warning that had him narrowing his own. “Don’t hit me again, Liv. I mean it. I’m pretty well fed up with female abuse. Now we can sit down and discuss this like reasonable adults, or we can just stand here and snarl at each other.”
  
“I don’t have anything to discuss with you. I’m telling you to go away and leave us alone.”
“That’s not going to happen.” Deciding to play it another way, he sat, chose an apple from the bowl and stretched out his legs as he bit in. “I’m not going anywhere, Olivia. You might as well talk to me.”
“I’m entitled to my privacy.”
“Sure you are. That’s the beauty of it. You don’t tell me anything you don’t want to tell me.” He took another bite of the apple, then gestured with it. “We can start with something simple, like what you’ve been doing with yourself the last half dozen years.”
Smug, smirky son of a bitch, she thought and spun away to pace. She hated that he looked the same, so much the same. The sun-streaked, wind-tossed hair, the full, firm mouth, the fascinating planes and angles of his face.
“If you were half the man your father is, you’d have some respect for my mother’s memory.”
That edgy little barb winged home and hooked itself bloodily in his heart. Noah studied his apple, turning it around in his hand until he was certain he could speak calmly. “You measured me by my father once before.” He lifted his gaze, and it was hard as granite. “Don’t do it again.”
Olivia jammed her hands in her pockets, shot a withering glance over her shoulder. “You don’t care what I think of you.”
“You don’t know what I care about.”
“Money. They’ll pay you big bucks for this book, won’t they? Then you can bounce around on all the talk shows and spout off about yourself and the valuable insights you dug up on why my father butchered my mother.”
“Don’t you want to know why?” He spoke quietly and watched those wonderful eyes reflect fury, misery, then snap back to fury.
“I know why, and it doesn’t change anything. Go away, Noah. Go back and write about someone else’s tragedy.”
“Liv.” He called out to her as she strode toward the door. “I won’t go away. Not this time.”
  
She didn’t stop, didn’t look back, but slammed the door smartly enough to have the pictures rattling on the walls. Noah tossed his apple in the air. “Well, that was pleasant,” he muttered, and decided he’d more than earned that beer.
 
She went down the back stairs, avoiding the lobby and the people who would be milling around. She cut through the kitchen, only shaking her head when her name was called. She needed to get out, get out, get away until she could fight off the hideous pressure in her chest, the vicious roaring in her ears.
She had to force herself not to break out in a run, to try to outrace the panic that licked at her. She moved quickly into the forest, into the deep and the damp. Still, her breath wanted to come in pants, her knees wanted to shake. It wouldn’t be permitted.
When she’d gone far enough, when the chances of anyone hiking down the path were slim, she sat down, there on the forest floor and rocked herself.
It was stupid. She’d been stupid, Olivia admitted as she pressed her forehead to her knees. She’d known he was coming. Jamie had told her he would, told her what he intended to do. Told her that she herself had decided to cooperate with him on the book.
That had generated the first genuine argument between them Olivia could remember.
Already, Noah Brady and his book were causing rifts in her family.
But she’d prepared herself to face him again. To deal with it. She wasn’t the same naive, susceptible girl who’d fallen stupidly in love with him.
She hadn’t expected that rush of feeling when he’d opened the door and smiled at her. So much the way he had six years before. She hadn’t expected her heart to break again, not after she’d spent so much time and effort to heal it.
Temper was better than pain.
Still, she’d handled it—handled him—poorly.
She’d kept her eye out for his reservation. When it had come in, she’d promised herself she would go to his room after he’d checked in, so that she could talk to him, reason with him, in private. She would be calm, explain each one of her objections.
He was Frank Brady’s son, after all. And Frank was one of the few people she trusted absolutely.
She arranged to take the fruit bowl up herself, had worked out exactly what she would say and how she would say it.
Welcome to River’s End again, Noah. It’s nice to see you. Can I come in for a minute?
Reasonable, calm, rational. But as she’d started toward his room the fear had crawled into her and she’d gripped her anger like a weapon to beat it back.
Then he’d opened the door, and smiled at her. Smiled, she thought now as she turned her head to rest her cheek on her updrawn knees, with absolute delight. As if there had never been betrayal, never been deceit.
And he’d looked so pleased and attractive—his hair dark and wet from the shower, his moss-green eyes lit with pleasure—that some ridiculous part of her had wanted to smile back.
So she’d attacked. What other choice had she had? she thought now. Instead of persuading him, or intimidating him, into backing away from the book, she was dead sure she’d convinced him to dig in his heels.
She wanted to be left alone. She wanted to protect her world and to be left alone inside it.
Why had Sam Tanner contacted Noah? No. Furious, she squeezed her eyes shut. She didn’t want to think about that, about him. She didn’t want to know. She’d put all that away, just as her grandmother had put her memories in the chest in the attic.
It had taken years to accomplish it. Years of secret visits to that attic, of nightmares, years of painful, guilty searches for any snippet of information about her parents.
And once she’d found all there was to find, she’d put it away, focused on the present and the future rather than the past. She found peace of mind, contentment in her work, a direction to her life.
All that was threatened now. Because Sam Tanner was getting out of prison, and Noah Brady was writing a book. Those were facts she couldn’t ignore.
She glanced over as the lab raced down the path. The greeting took the form of a dancing leap and many sloppy kisses that had Olivia’s tension breaking open so that a laugh could pour out.
“I can always count on you, can’t I?” She nuzzled into Shirley’s neck before she rose. “Let’s go home, girl. Let’s just go home and worry about all this later.”
 
The food was great. Noah gave the MacBrides high marks on the lodge kitchen, particularly after indulging himself in two passes through the breakfast buffet. The service was right up there on a level with the food—warm, friendly, efficient without being obvious.
His bed had been comfortable, and if he’d been in the mood, he could have chosen from a very decent list of in-room movies.
He’d worked instead and now felt he deserved a morning to piddle.
Trouble was, he mused, looking out the window of the dining room at the steady, drumming rain, the weather wasn’t quite as appealing as the rest of the fare.
Then again, the brochures had warned him to expect rainy springs. And he couldn’t say it wasn’t picturesque in its way. A far cry from his own sun-washed California coast, but there was something compelling about the shadowy grays and greens and the liquid wall of rain. It didn’t make him long to strap on his foul-weather gear and take a hike, but it was pleasant to study from inside the cozy warmth of the lodge.
He’d already made use of the health club and had found it expanded and nicely modernized since his last visit. They’d added an indoor pool, and even as he considered a swim he tossed the idea aside. He couldn’t imagine he’d be the only one with the idea and the prospect of families splashing around and hooting at one another just didn’t fit his plans.
He could get a massage, or make use of the lodge library, which he’d wandered into the evening before and found well stocked and welcoming.
Or he could do what he’d come for and start poking around.
He could hunt up Olivia and argue with her again.
The bark of male laughter had him glancing over, then narrowing his eyes in speculation. The man was dressed in a plaid flannel shirt and work trousers. His hair was thick, a Cary Grant silver that caught the overhead lights as he worked the dining room, stopping by tables of those who, like Noah, were lingering over that last cup of coffee.
His brows were defiantly dark, and though Noah couldn’t catch the color of his eyes, he imagined they would be that odd and beautiful golden brown. He had the whipcord build and appearance of impossible fitness of an elderly outdoorsman.
Rob MacBride, Noah thought, and decided that lingering over coffee and rain watching had been the perfect way to spend his morning.
He sat back and waited for his turn.
It didn’t take long for Rob to complete the circuit and pause by Noah’s table with a quick grin. “Pretty day, isn’t it?”
“For ducks,” Noah said, since it seemed expected. He was rewarded with that deep, barking laugh.
“Rain’s what makes us what we are here. I hope you’re enjoying your stay.”
“Very much. It’s a great place. You’ve made a few changes since I was here last, but you’ve kept the tone.”
“So, you’ve stayed with us before.”
“A long time ago.” Noah held out his hand. “I’m Noah Brady, Mr. MacBride.”
“Welcome back.”
He watched for it, but saw no hint of recognition in Rob’s eyes. “Thanks. I came here with my parents, about twelve years ago. Frank and Celia Brady.”
“We’re always pleased to have the next generation . . .” The recognition came now, and along with it quiet grief. “Frank Brady? Your father?”
“Yes.”
Rob stared out the window at the rain. “That’s a name I haven’t thought of in a long time. A very long time.”
“If you’ll sit down, Mr. MacBride, I’ll tell you why I’m here.”
Rob shifted his gaze back, glanced at Noah’s face. “I guess that’s the thing to do, isn’t it? Hailey?” he called out to the waitress just clearing another station. “Could you get us some coffee over here?”
He sat, laid his long, thin hands on the table. They showed the age, Noah noted; his face didn’t. There was always some part of you, he mused, that was marked with time.
“Your father’s well?”
“Yeah, he’s good. Retired recently, drove my mother crazy for a while, then found something to keep himself busy and out of her hair.”
Rob nodded, grateful Noah had slipped into small talk. He found it kind. “Man doesn’t keep busy, he gets old fast. The lodge, the campground, the people who come and go here, that’s what keeps me young. Got managers and such doing a lot of the day-to-day work now, but I still keep my hand in.”
“It’s a place to be proud of. I’ve felt at home since I walked in the door.” Except for one small incident with your granddaughter, Noah thought, but decided it wouldn’t be politic to mention it.
“I’ll top that off, Mr. Brady,” Hailey said, then poured a cup for Rob.
“So did you go into police work like your dad?” he questioned.
“No. I’m a writer.”
“Really.” Rob’s face brightened. “Nothing like a good story. What sort of things do you write?”
  
“I write nonfiction. True crime.” He waited a beat as he could already see the awareness moving over Rob’s face. “I’m writing a book about what happened to your daughter.”
Rob lifted his cup, sipped slowly. When he spoke it wasn’t anger in his voice, but weariness. “Over twenty years now. Hasn’t everything been said already?”
“I don’t think so. I’ve had an interest in what happened since I was a kid. My father’s connection, how it affected him made an impression on me.”
He paused, weighed his words, then decided to be as honest as he was able. “I think, on some level, I’d always planned to write about it. I didn’t know how I’d approach it, but I knew when the time came, I’d write it. The time came a few weeks ago when Sam Tanner contacted me.”
“Tanner. Why won’t he let her rest?”
“He wants to tell his story.”
“And you think he’ll tell you the truth?” Bitterness crackled in his voice like ice. “You think the man who murdered my daughter, who sliced her to ribbons, is capable of telling the truth?”
“I can’t say, but I can tell you I’m capable of separating truth from lies. I don’t intend for this book to be Tanner’s. I don’t intend for what I write to be simply his view noted down on paper. I’m going to talk to everyone who was touched or involved. I’ve already begun to. That’s why I’m here, Mr. MacBride, to understand and incorporate your view.”
“Julie was one of the brightest lights of my life, and he snuffed her out. He took her love, twisted it into a weapon and destroyed her with it. What other view could I possibly have?”
“You knew her in a way no one else could. You know them in a way no one else could. That’s what matters.”
Rob lifted his hands, rubbed them over his face. “Noah, do you have any idea how many times we were approached during the two years after Julie’s death? To give interviews, to endorse books, movies, television features?”
  
“I can imagine, and I’m aware you refused them all.”
“All,” Rob agreed. “They offered us obscene amounts of money, promises, threats. The answer was always no. Why do you think I would say yes now, after all these years, to you?”
“Because I’m not going to offer you money, or make any threats, and I’ll only give you one promise. I’ll tell the truth, and by telling it, I’ll do right by your daughter.”
“Maybe you will,” Rob said after a moment. “I believe you’ll try to. But Julie’s gone, Noah, and I have to think of the family I have left.”
“Would it be better for them for this book to be written without their input?”
“I don’t know. The wound’s not raw anymore, but it still aches from time to time. There have been moments I wanted to have my say, but they passed.” He let out a long sigh. “A part of me, I admit, doesn’t want her to be forgotten. Doesn’t want what happened to her to be forgotten.”
“I haven’t forgotten.” Noah waited while Rob’s gaze jerked back to his face. “Tell me what you want remembered.”






eighteen
The Naturalist Center was Olivia’s baby. It had been her concept, her design and in a very real sense her Holy Grail.
She’d insisted on using the money she’d inherited from her mother, and at twenty-one, degree fresh and crisp in her hand, she’d reached into her trust fund and built her dream.
She’d supervised every aspect of the center, from the laying of stone to the arrangement of seats in the small theater where visitors could watch a short documentary on the area’s flora and fauna. She’d chosen every slide and each voice-over in the lobby area personally, had interviewed and hired the staff, commissioned the to-scale model of the Quinault Valley and rain forest and often worked as guide on the hikes the center offered.
In the year since she’d opened the doors to the public, she’d never been more content.
She wasn’t going to allow Noah Brady to spoil that carefully structured contentment.
With her mind only half on the job, she continued to take her small group of visitors on their indoor tour of the local mammals.
“The Roosevelt, or Olympic, elk is the biggest of the wapiti. Large herds of Roosevelt elk make their home along the Olympic Peninsula. In a very real way, we owe the preservation of this area to this native animal, as it was to protect their breeding grounds and summer range that President Theodore Roosevelt, during the final days of his administration, issued the proclamation that created Mount Olympus National Monument.”
She glanced up as the main door opened and instantly felt her nerves fray.
Noah gave her a slight nod, a half grin, then began to wander around the main area, leaving a trail of wet behind him. As a matter of pride, Olivia continued her lecture, moving from elk to black-tailed deer, from deer to marten, but when she paused by the Castor canadensis, the beaver, and the memory of sitting on the riverbank with Noah flashed into her mind, she signaled to one of her staff to take over.
She wanted to turn around and go lock herself in her office. Paperwork was, always, a viable excuse. But she knew it would look cowardly. Worse, it would feel cowardly. So, instead, she walked over and stood beside him as he examined one of the enlarged slides with apparent fascination.
“So, that’s a shrew.”
“A wandering shrew, Sorex vagrans, quite common in this region. We also have the Trowbridge, the masked and the dusky shrew. There are Pacific water shrews, northern water shrews and shrew moles, though the masked shrew is rare.”
“I guess I’m only acquainted with city shrews.”
“That’s very lame humor.”
“Yeah, but you’ve gotta start somewhere. You did a great job here, Liv. I knew you would.”
“Really? I didn’t realize you’d paid attention to any of my ramblings back then.”
“I paid attention to everything about you. Everything, Olivia.”
She shut down, shuttered over. “I’m not going back there. Not now, not ever.”
“Fine, let’s stay here then.” He wandered over and studied what he decided was a particularly ugly creature called a western big-eared bat. “Want to show me around?”
“You don’t give a damn about natural science, so why waste each other’s time?”
“Pardon me, but you’re talking to someone who was raised on whale song and the plight of the pelican. I’m a card-carrying member of Greenpeace, the Nature Conservancy and the World Wildlife Federation. I get calendars every year.”
Because she wanted to smile, she sighed. “The documentary runs every hour on the half hour in the theater. You can catch it in ten minutes right through those doors to your left.”
  
“Where’s the popcorn?”
Because she nearly did smile, she turned away. “I’m busy.”
“No you’re not.” He caught her arm, held it in what he hoped she’d consider a light, nonthreatening grip. “You can make yourself busy, just as you can take a few minutes.”
“I don’t intend to discuss my family with you.”
“Okay, let’s talk about something else. How’d you come up with this? The design, I mean.” He used his free hand to gesture. “It’s no small deal, and looks a lot more entertaining than most of the nature places my mother dragged me into before I could fight back.”
“I’m a naturalist. I live here.”
“Come on, Liv, it takes more than that. Did you study design, too?”
“No, I didn’t study design, I just saw it this way.”
“Well, it works. Nothing to scare the little kids away in here. It doesn’t whisper educational in that dry, crackling voice or bounce out with chipper graphics that give the parents migraines. Nice colors, good space. What’s through here?”
He moved past the reception counter, where books and postcards of the area were neatly displayed for sale, and through a wide doorway.
“Hey, this is very cool.” Centered in a room where more displays of plant and animal life were on view was the model of the valley. “Hawk’s-eye view,” he said, leaning over it. “And here we are. The lodge, the center.” He tapped his finger on the protective dome. “There’s the trail we took that day, isn’t it, along the river? You even put in the beaver dam. Your grandparents have a house, though, don’t they? I don’t see it here.”
“Because it’s private.”
He straightened, and his gaze seemed to drive straight into hers. “Are you under this glass dome, Liv, tucked away where no one can get to you?”
“I’m exactly where I want to be.”
“My book isn’t likely to change that, but what it might do is sweep out all the shadows that still hang over what happened that night. I’ve got a chance to bring the truth out, the whole of it. Sam Tanner’s talking, for the first time since the trial, and a dying man often chooses to clear his conscience before it’s over.”
“Dying?”
“The tumor,” Noah began, then watched with shocked alarm as her face went sheet white. “I’m sorry. I thought you knew.”
All she felt was her throat, the burn of the words forcing their way out. “Are you telling me he’s dying?”
“He has brain cancer; he only has months left. Come on, you need to sit down.”
He took her arm, but she jerked herself free. “Don’t touch me.” She turned quickly and strode through the next doorway.
He would have let her go, told himself to let her go. But he could still see the shock glazing her eyes. Swearing under his breath, he went after her.
She had a long stride and the dead-ahead gait of a woman who would plow over obstacles on her way to the finish line. He told himself to remember that if he ever had to get in her way.
But he caught up just as she turned into an office past the theater area and nearly got flattened when she swung the door closed.
He managed to block it instead of walking face-first into it, then shut it behind him.
“This is an employees-only area.” Which was a stupid lie, she thought, but the best she had. “Take a hike.”
“Sit down.” It appeared he was going to have to get in her way already, and so he took her arm once again, steered her around the desk and into the chair behind it. He had the impression of a small space, methodically organized, and crouching down, concentrated on her.
“I’m sorry.” He took her hand without either of them really being aware of the gesture. “I wouldn’t have dropped it on you that way. I thought Jamie would’ve told you.”
“She didn’t. And it doesn’t matter.”
  
“Of course it matters. Want some water or something?” He looked around hoping to spot a cooler, a jug, anything that would give him something to do.
“I don’t need anything. I’m perfectly fine.” She looked down, saw her hand in his. With baffled shock she noted her fingers had linked with his and curled tight. Mortally embarrassed, she shook free.
“Stand up, for God’s sake. All I need is someone coming in here and seeing you kneeling at my feet.”
“I wasn’t kneeling.” But he straightened up, then opted to sit on the corner of the desk.
It was more than her hair she’d changed. This Olivia was a hell of a lot tougher, a hell of a lot edgier than the shy college student he’d tumbled for.
“You did speak with Jamie, didn’t you, about my wanting to talk with you?”
“Yes.”
“Why didn’t she tell you that Sam was dying?”
“We argued.” Olivia leaned back in her chair. Her head didn’t feel light any longer. She just felt tired. “We never argue, so that’s one more thing I have to thank you and your book for. If she’d intended to tell me, I suppose it got lost in the fray.”
“He wants to tell his story before he dies. If he doesn’t, it dies with him. Is that really what you want?”
The need she’d worked so hard to bury tried to claw its way free. “It doesn’t matter what I want, you’ll do it anyway. You always planned to.”
“Yeah, I did. And I’m telling you straight out this time, up-front. The way I should have before.”
“I said I won’t discuss that.” And just that coolly, she snapped the door shut. “You want what you want. And as for him, he wants to purge himself before it’s too late, and look for what? Forgiveness? Redemption?”
“Understanding, maybe. I think he’s trying to understand himself how it all happened. I want your part of it, Liv. All the others I’ll talk to are pieces of the whole, but you’re the key. Your grandfather claims you have a photographic memory. Is that true?”
“Yes,” she said absently. “I see words. It’s just . . . my grandfather?” She leaped to her feet. “You spoke to my grandfather.”
“Just after breakfast.”
“You stay away from him.”
“He came up to my table, which from what I observed, he’s in the habit of doing with guests. I told him who I was and why I was here. If you have a problem with his agreeing to talk to me, you’ll have to take it up with him.”
“He’s over seventy. You have no business putting him through this.”
“I should be in such good shape at seventy. I didn’t strap him on the rack and crank the wheel, for Christ’s sake.” Damn it, would she forever make him feel guilty? “We had a conversation over coffee. Then he agreed to a taped interview in my room. And when we finished the session, he didn’t shuffle out bent and broken. He looked relieved. Sam isn’t the only one with something to purge, Liv.”
It shook her enough to have her running a nervous hand through her hair. “He agreed to it? He spoke with you about it? What did he say?”
“Oh, no.” Intrigued, Noah studied her. “I don’t prime the pump that way. I want what you tell me to come from you, not to be a reflection of what other people think and feel.”
“He never talks about it.”
What was that, under the surprise, Noah wondered. Hurt? “He did today, and he agreed to at least one more interview before I leave.”
“What’s going on? I don’t understand what’s going on around here.”
“Maybe it’s just time. Why don’t we try this? I’ll talk to you, tell you about my wild and exciting life and all my fascinating opinions on the world in general. Once you see how charming and brilliant I am, you’ll have an easier time talking to me.”
“You’re not nearly as charming as you think you are.”
  
“Sure I am. Let’s have dinner.”
Oh, they’d gone that route before. “No.”
“Okay, that was knee-jerk, I could tell. Let’s try again. Let’s have dinner.”
This time she angled her head, took a steady five seconds. “No.”
“All right, I’ll just have to pay for you.”
Her eyes went molten, a deep, rich gold that made him think of old paintings executed by masters. “You think I care about your money? That you can bribe me. You sleazy son of a—”
“Hold it, that’s not what I meant. I meant I’d have to hire you—as in ask for information on our day packages, including hikes guided by one of our professional naturalists. The professional would be you. So which trail would you recommend for a nice, scenic hike tomorrow?”
“Forget it.”
“Oh no, you advertise, you follow through. I’m a paying customer. Now do you want to recommend a trail, or should I just pick one at random?”
“You want to hike?” Oh, she’d give him a hike, Olivia thought. She’d give him one for the books. “That’s fine, that’s just what we’re here for. Make the reservation out at the desk. Just give them my name and book it for seven tomorrow.”
“That would be A.M.?”
“Is that a problem, city boy?”
“No, just clarifying.” He eased off the desk and found himself a great deal closer to her than was comfortable for either of them. She smelled the same. For several dizzy minutes, it was all he could think about.
She smelled the same.
He felt the tug, the definite, unmistakable jerk in the gut of basic lust. And though he told himself not to do it, his gaze lowered to her mouth just long enough to make him remember.
“Well, hmmm.” He thought the reaction damn inconvenient all around and stepped aside. “I’ll see you in the morning, then.”
  
“Be sure to take one of our hiker’s guides along with you, so you know how to dress for the trail.”
“I know how the hell to dress,” he muttered, and more annoyed with himself than he thought was fair, he strode out.
She made him feel guilty one minute, he thought, and angry the next. Protective, then aggressive. He damn well didn’t want to be attracted to her again and add one more layer to cloud the issue.
He stopped by reception as instructed and booked the time. The clerk tapped out the information on her keyboard and offered him a cheery smile. “If I could just have your name?”
“Just use my initials,” he heard himself saying. “S.O.B.”
He had a feeling Olivia would get it.
 
Olivia knew her grandmother had been crying. She came in the back door out of habit, the wet dog prancing at her heels. It only took one look to have her heart squeezing.
Val insisted on preparing the evening meal. Every day, like clockwork, she could be found in the kitchen at six o’clock, stirring or slicing, with good homey scents puffing out of pots and Vanna White turning letters on the under-the-counter TV. Often, Val could be heard calling out advice or muttering pithy comments such as Don’t buy a vowel, you moron. Or shaking her head because the contestant at the wheel couldn’t guess A Stitch in Time Saves Nine to save his immortal soul.
It was a comforting routine, and one that rarely varied. Olivia would come in, pour a glass of wine—it had been a soft drink or juice in her youth—and set the table while the two of them just talked.
But tonight, she came in chilled to the bone, her rain gear slick with wet from the aimless walk she and Shirley had indulged in, and there was no incessant clapping or bright colors on the little TV screen. Pots simmered, Val stirred, but she kept her back to the room. There was no smile of greeting tossed over her shoulder.
“You keep that wet dog in the mudroom, Livvy.”
  
Because her voice was thick and a little rusty, Olivia recognized tears. “Go on, Shirley, go lie down now.” Olivia shooed the dog back into the mudroom, where she curled up, a sulky look in her eyes, with her chew rope.
Olivia poured them both a glass of wine, and leaving the table unset, walked over to set her grandmother’s on the counter by the stove. “I know you’re upset. I’m sorry this is happening.”
“It’s nothing we need to talk about. We’re having beef and barley stew tonight. I’m about ready to add the dumplings.”
Olivia’s first instinct was to nod and get out the deep bowls. To let the subject bury itself again. But she wondered if Noah wasn’t right about at least one thing. Maybe it was just time.
“Grandma, it’s happening whether we talk about it or not.”
“Then there’s no point in bringing it up.” She reached for the bowl where the dough was already mixed and ready. And, reaching blindly, knocked the glass off the counter. It shattered on the floor, a shower of glass and bloodred wine.
“Oh, what was that doing there? Don’t you know better than to set a glass on the edge of the counter? Just look at my floor.”
“I’m sorry. I’ll clean it up.” Olivia turned quickly to get the broom out of the closet and shushed the dog, who’d leaped up as if to defend the womenfolk from invaders. “Relax, Shirley, it’s broken glass not a gunshot.”
But any amusement she felt vanished when she turned back and saw her grandmother standing, shoulders shaking, her face buried in a dish towel.
“Oh, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” She dropped the broom and rushed over to grab Val close.
“I won’t deal with it again. I can’t. I told Rob to tell that young man to go. Just to pack his bags and go, but he won’t do it. He says it’s not right, and it won’t change anything anyway.”
“I’ll make him go.” Olivia pressed her lips to Val’s hair. “I’ll send him away.”
“No, it won’t matter. I knew that, even when I was fighting with Rob. It won’t matter. It can’t be stopped. We weren’t able to stop any of the talk or the books twenty years ago; we won’t stop it now. But I can’t open my heart to that kind of grief again.”
  
She stepped back, wiping at her face. “I can’t and I won’t. So you’re to tell him not to come here asking me to talk. And I won’t have it discussed in this house.”
“He won’t come here, Grandma. I’ll make sure of it.”
“I shouldn’t have snapped at you about the glass. It’s just a glass.” Val pressed her fingers to her left eye, then her temple. “I’ve got a headache, that’s all. Makes my temper short. You see to those dumplings for me, Livvy. I’ll just go take some aspirin and lie down for a few minutes.”
“All right. Grandma—”
Val cut her off with a look. “Just put the dumplings on, Livvy. Your grandfather gets cross if we eat much later than six-thirty.”
Just like that, Olivia thought as Val walked out of the kitchen. It was closed off, shut out. Not to be discussed. Another chest for the attic, she decided, and turned to pick up the broom.
But this time around, the lock wasn’t going to hold.
 
Just after nine, about the time Noah was debating between a couple of hours’ work or a movie break, Mike whistled his way up the walk of the beach house.
He’d meant to get there earlier, to give Noah’s plants and flowers a good watering before full dark, but one thing had led to another. Namely one of his co-workers had challenged him to a marathon game of Mortal Kombat, which had led to dueling computers for two hours and eighteen minutes.
But victory was its own reward, Mike thought. And to sweeten the pot, he’d called his date and asked if she’d like to meet him at Noah’s for a walk on the beach, a dip in his friend’s hot tub and whatever else struck their fancy.
He didn’t figure Noah would mind. And he’d pay off the usage by getting up early and seeing to the gardens.
He flipped the porch light on, then moseyed into the kitchen to see if good old Noah had any fancy wine suitable for hot tub seductions.
He studied labels, and trusting Noah’s judgment on such details, chose one with a French-sounding name. He set it on the counter, wondering if it was supposed to breathe or not, then with a shrug, opened the refrigerator to see if Noah had any interesting food stocked.
He was still whistling, cheerfully debating between a package of brie and a plate of sad-looking fried chicken when he caught a flash of movement out of the corner of his eye.
He straightened fast, felt a brilliant burst of pain. He staggered back, reaching up thinking he’d bashed his head on the refrigerator.
His hand came away wet; he stared dumbly at the blood smearing his fingertips. “Oh shit,” he managed, before the second blow buckled his knees and sent him down into the dark.






nineteen
It was still raining when Noah’s alarm buzzed at six. He slapped at it, opened his eyes to the gloom and considered doing what any sensible man did on a rainy morning. Sleeping through it.
But a few hours’ cozy oblivion didn’t seem worth the smirk and snippy comments Olivia would lay on him. Maybe it was pride, maybe he had something to prove to both of them, but either way, he rolled out of bed. He stumbled into the shower, which brought him up one level of consciousness, stumbled out again, then dressed for the day.
He decided anyone planning on tromping around in the trees in the rain had to be crazy. He figured out Olivia had known it was going to rain, had probably arranged for it to rain just to pay him back for being a jerk. He groused about it all the way down to the lobby, where he found several small groups of people suited up for the day and helping themselves to the complimentary coffee and doughnuts the inn provided for early hikers.
Most of them, Noah noted with complete bafflement, looked happy to be there.
At seven, riding on a caffeine-and-sugar high, he felt nearly human. He drummed up enough energy to flirt with the desk clerk, then snagged one last doughnut for the road and headed out.
He spotted Olivia immediately. She stood in the gloom, rain pattering on her bush-style hat, fog twisting around her boots and ankles as she spoke to a quartet of guests about their planned route for the morning. The dog milled around, charming head scratches and handshakes out of the early risers.
She acknowledged Noah with a nod, then watched the group head off.
“You set?”
  
Noah took another bite of his tractor wheel. “Yeah.”
“Let’s see.” She stood back, skimmed her measuring glance up, then down, then up again. “How long have those boots been out of the box, ace?”
Less than an hour, Noah thought, as he’d bought them in San Francisco. “So I haven’t been hiking in a few years. Unless we’re planning on climbing the Matterhorn, I’m up for it. I’m in shape.”
“Health-club shape.” She pressed a finger against his flat belly. “Fancy health club, too. This won’t be like your Stair-Master. Where’s your water bottle?”
Already irritated with her, he held out a hand, cupped it and let rain pool in his palm. Olivia only shook her head. “Hold on a minute.” She turned on her heel and headed back into the lodge.
“Is it just me,” Noah asked Shirley, “or does she browbeat everyone?” When the dog merely sat, shot the doughnut a hopeful look, Noah broke what was left in half, tossed it. Shirley caught it on the fly, gulped it whole, then belched cheerfully.
Noah was still grinning when Olivia jogged back out with a plastic water bottle and belt loop. “You always take your own water,” Olivia began and to Noah’s surprise began to nimbly hook the bottle to his belt.
“Thanks.”
“I had them charge it to your room.”
“No, I meant for the personal service. Mom.”
She nearly smiled. He caught the start of one in her eyes, then she shrugged and snapped her fingers for the dog, who went instantly to heel. “Let’s go.”
She intended to start him off on the basic nature trail, the mile loop recommended for inexperienced hikers and parents with small children. To lull him into complacency, she thought with an inner smirk.
Fog smoked along the ground, slid through the trees, tangled in the fronds of ferns. Rain pattered through it, a monotonous drum and plunk. The gloom thickened as they entered the forest, pressing down as if it had weight and turning the fog into a ghost river.
“God what a place.” He felt suddenly small, eerily defenseless. “Can’t you just see a clawed hand coming up out of the fog, grabbing your ankle and dragging you down? You’d have time for one short scream, then the only sound would be . . . slurping.”
“Oh, so you’ve heard about the Forest Feeder.”
“Come on.”
“We lose an average of fifteen hikers a year.” She lifted a shoulder in dismissal. “We try to keep it quiet. Don’t want to discourage tourists.”
“That’s good,” Noah murmured, but gave the fog a cautious glance. “That’s very good.”
“That was easy,” she corrected. “Very easy.” She took out a flashlight, shined it straight up. It had the effect of slicing a beam through the gloom and casting the rest into crawling shadows.
“The overstory here is comprised of Sitka spruce, western hemlock, Douglas fir and western red cedar. Each is distinctive in the length of its needles, the shape of its cones and, of course, the pattern of its bark.”
“Of course.”
She ignored him. “The trees, and the profusion of epiphytes, screen out the sunlight and cause the distinctive green twilight.”
“What’s an epiphyte?”
“Like a parasite. Ferns, mosses, lichen. In this case they cause no real harmful effect to their hosts. You can see how they drape, form a kind of canopy in the overstory. And here, below, they carpet the ground, cover the trunks. Life and death are constantly at work here. Even without the Forest Feeder.”
She switched off her light, pocketed it.
She continued the lecture as they walked. He listened with half an ear to her description of the trees. Her voice was attractive, just a shade husky. He had no doubt she kept her spiel in simple terms for the layman, but she didn’t make him feel brainless.
It was enough, Noah realized, just to look. Enough just to be there with all those shapes and shadows and the oddly appealing scent of rot. To draw in air as thick as water. He’d thought he’d be bored or at the most resigned to using this route to draw her out. Instead, he was fascinated.
  
Despite the rain and fog there was a quiet green glow, an otherworldly pulse of it that highlighted thick tumbles of ferns and knotty hillocks coated with moss. Everything dripped and shimmered.
He heard a cracking sound from above and looked up in time to see a thick branch tumble down and crash to the forest floor. “You wouldn’t want to be under one of them, would you?”
“Widow maker,” she said with a dry smile.
He glanced at the branch again, decided it would have knocked him flat and out cold. “Good thing for me we’re not married.”
“Occasionally, the epiphytes absorb enough rain to weigh down the branch. Overburdened, it breaks. Down here, it’ll become part of the cycle, providing a home for something else.” She stopped abruptly, held up a hand. “Quiet,” she told him in a soft whisper and motioned for him to angle behind the wide column of a spruce.
“What?”
She only shook her head, pressed two fingers to his lips as if to seal them. She held them there, while he wondered how she’d react if he started to nibble. Then he heard whatever had alerted her and felt the dog quivering between them.
Without a clue as to what to expect, he laid a hand on her shoulder in a protective move and scanned through the trees and vines toward the sound of something large in motion.
They stepped out of the gloom, wading knee high through the river of fog. Twelve, no fifteen, he corrected, fifteen enormous elk, their racks like crowns.
“Where are the girls?” he muttered against Olivia’s fingers and earned a quick glare.
One let out a bellow, a deep bugling call that seemed to shake the trees. Then they slipped through the shadows and the green, their passing a rumble on the springy ground. Noah thought he caught the scent of them, something wild, then they were moving away, slowly sliding into the shadows.
  
“The females,” Olivia said, “travel in herds with the younger males. More mature males, such as what we just saw, travel in smaller herds, until late summer when all bets are off and they become hostile with one another in order to cull out or keep their harem.”
“Harem, huh?” He grinned. “Sounds like fun. So, were those Roosevelt elk?” Noah asked. “The kind you were talking about yesterday?”
If she was surprised he’d been paying attention, and had bothered to remember, she didn’t show it. “Yes. We often see them on this trail this time of year.”
“Then I’m glad we took it. They’re huge, a long way from Bambi and family.”
“You can see Bambi and family, too. During rutting season there’re some high times in the forest.”
“I’ll just bet. Why didn’t she bark? Or chase after them?” he asked, lowering a hand to Shirley’s head.
“Training over instinct. You’re a good girl, aren’t you?” She crouched down to give Shirley a good, strong rub, then unwound the leash on her belt and hooked it to the dog’s collar.
“What’s that for?”
“We’re moving off MacBride land. Dogs have to be leashed on government property. We don’t like it much, do we?” she said to Shirley. “But that’s the rule. Or . . .” She straightened and looked Noah in the eye. “We can circle back if you’ve had enough.”
“I thought we were just getting started.”
“It’s your dime.”
They continued on. He saw she had a compass on her belt, but she didn’t consult it. She seemed to know exactly where she was, and where she was going. She didn’t hurry, but gave him time to look, to ask questions.
Rain sprinkled through the canopy, plopped onto the ground like the drip of a thousand leaky faucets. But the fog began to lift, thinning, tearing into swirls, creeping back into itself.
  
The trail she chose began to climb and climb steeply. The light changed subtly until it was a luminous green pearled by the weak sunlight that fell through small breaks in the canopy, and in the breaks he caught glimpses of color from wildflowers, the variance of shades and textures of the green.
“It reminds me of snorkeling.”
“What?”
“I’ve been snorkeling in Mexico,” he told her. “You get good enough at it, you can go under for pretty decent periods and play around. The light’s odd, not green like this really, but different, and the sun will cut through the surface, angle down. Everything’s soft and full of shapes. Easy to get lost down there. Ever been snorkeling?”
“No.”
“You’d like it.”
“Why?”
“Well, you’re stripped down to the most basic of gear and you’re taking on a world that isn’t yours. You never know what you’ll see next. You like surprises?”
“Not particularly.”
“Liar.” He grinned at her. “Everybody likes surprises. Besides, you’re a naturalist. The marine world might not be your forte, but you’d like it. My friend Mike and I spent two very memorable weeks in Cozumel a couple of years back.”
“Snorkeling?”
“Oh yeah. So what do you do for play these days?”
“I take irritating city boys through the forest.”
“I haven’t irritated you for at least an hour. I clocked it. Wow! There it is.”
“What?” Thrown off, she spun around.
“You smiled. You didn’t catch yourself that time and actually smiled at me.” He patted a hand to his heart. “Now I’m in love. Let’s get married and raise more labradors.”
She snorted out a laugh. “There, you irritated me again. Mark your time.”
“No, I didn’t.” He fell into step with her and thought how easy it was to slide back into a rhythm with her as well. “You’re starting to like me again, Liv. You’re not going to be able to help yourself.”
“I may be edging toward tolerate, but that’s a long way from like. Now here, if you watch the trail, you’ll notice oxalis, liverwort—”
“I can never get enough liverwort. You ever get down to L.A.?”
“No.” She flicked a glance toward him, didn’t quite meet his eyes. “No.”
“I thought you might go visit your aunt now and then.”
“They come here, at least twice a year.”
“I got to tell you, it’s tough to imagine Jamie tramping through the woods. That’s one very impressive lady. Still, I guess that since this is where she grew up, she’d slide back in easily. What about her husband?”
“Uncle David? He loves her enough to come, to stay and to let my grandmother haul him off to fish on the lake. That’s been the routine for years, even though everyone knows he hates fishing. If his luck’s running bad, he actually catches some, then he has to clean them. Once we talked him into camping.”
“Only once?”
“I think that’s how Aunt Jamie got her pearl-and-diamond necklace. It was his bribe that she never make him sleep in the woods again. No cell phones, no laptops, no room service.” She slid him a sidelong glance. “You’d relate, I imagine.”
“Hey, I can give up my cell phone any time I want. It’s not an addiction. And I’ve slept outside plenty.”
“In a tent pitched in your backyard.”
“And in Boy Scout camp.”
The laugh bubbled out without her realizing it. “You were never a Boy Scout.”
“I was, too. For one brief, shining period of six and a half months. It was the uniforms that turned me away. I mean, come on, those hats are really lame.”
He was getting a little winded, but didn’t want to break the flow now that he had her talking. “You do the Girl Scout thing?”
“No, I was never interested in joining groups.”
  
“You just didn’t want to wear that dumb beanie.”
“It was a factor. How’re the boots holding up?”
“Fine. You can’t miss with L. L. Bean.”
“You’re starting to chug, ace. Want to stop?”
“I’m not chugging. That’s Shirley. How come I’m supposed to use your name, but you don’t use mine?”
“It keeps slipping my mind.” She tapped a finger on the water bottle dangling from his belt. “Take a drink. Keep your muscles oiled. You’ll note here that the vine maples are taller, more treelike than they are on the bottomland. You can see patches of soil through the mat. We’ve climbed about five hundred feet.”
The world opened up again, with smoky peaks and green valleys, with a sky that was like burnished steel. The rain had stopped, but the ground beneath his feet was still moldering with it and the air tasted as wet as the water he swallowed.
“What’s this place?”
“We switched over to Three Lakes Trail.”
He could see how the river, the winding run of it, cut through forest and hill, the jagged islands of rock that pushed up through the stone-colored water like bunched fists. The wind flew into his face, roared through the tops of the trees at his back and was swallowed up by the forest.
“Nothing gentle about it, is there?”
“No. It’s good to remember that. A lot of Sunday hikers don’t, and they pay for it. Nature isn’t kind. It’s relentless.”
“Funny, I would have said you prefer it to people.”
“I do. Got your wind back?”
“I hadn’t lost my wind.” Exactly.
“If we cross the bridge here, then follow the trail another three and a half miles, we’ll come to the lake area. Or we can turn back.”
“I can do another three and a half miles.”
“All right, then.”
Big Creek Bridge spanned the water. He heard the rush of it as they crossed, felt the push and pull of the wind and adjusted his body to brace against it. Olivia hiked ahead as if they’d been strolling down Wilshire Boulevard.
  
He tried not to hate her for it.
In less than a mile, his feet were killing him and his quads were screaming. She hadn’t bothered to mention the last leg was straight up. Noah gritted his teeth and kept pace.
He tried to keep his mind off his abused body by taking in the scenery, thinking about the massage he was going to book the minute he got back to the lodge, speculating on what Olivia had brought along for lunch.
He caught a flash out of the corner of his eye, glanced up in time to see something spring through the thinning trees. “What was that?”
“Flying squirrel. That’s a rare sighting during the day. They’re nocturnal.”
“No shit? Like Rocky? Rocky and Bullwinkle,” he explained when she frowned at him. “You know, the cartoon.”
“I don’t watch a lot of TV.”
“You had to catch it when you were a kid.” He craned his neck, trying to get another glimpse. “It’s not just a cartoon; it’s an institution. What else is up here, besides Rocky?”
“We provide a list of wildlife at the center.” She gestured to a tree where the bark had been stripped and the trunk scored with deep grooves. “Bear. Those are bear scratchings.”
“Yeah?” Rather than being alarmed as she expected, he stepped closer, examining the scar with apparent fascination. “Are they still hibernating now, or could we run into one?”
“Oh, they’re up and about now. And hungry,” she added, just for the hell of it.
“Well.” He ran his fingers down one deep groove. “As long as one doesn’t come along for a midday snack and mistake me for a tree, it’d be interesting.”
He nearly forgot his aching muscles as they continued to climb. Chipmunks frolicked around the ground, up in the trees, chattering and scolding. A hawk sailed overhead with a regal spread of wings and a single wild cry that echoed forever. There was the glinting black passing of a raven and the first thin patch of snow.
“We can stop here.” Olivia shrugged off her pack and sent Noah a considering look as she crouched down to open it. “I didn’t think you’d make it, at least not without whining.”
“The whining was a close call a few times, but it was worth it.”
He looked out over the three lakes, each one the dull silver of an old mirror. Softly reflected in them, the mountains rippled on the surface, more shadow than image. The air was sharp with pine and cold and the soggy smell of the rain-soaked ground.
“As your prize for not whining, we have some of my grandmother’s famous beef and barley stew.”
“I could eat an ocean of it.”
She pulled a small blanket out of her pack. “Spread that out and sit down. You won’t get an ocean, but you’ll get enough to warm your belly and take your mind off how much your feet hurt.”
“I brought some of my complimentary fruit.” He smiled as he snapped the blanket. “In case your plan was to starve me.”
“No, I thought about just ditching you in the forest and seeing if you ever found your way out. But I like your parents, and they would’ve been upset.”
He folded his legs and accepted the coffee she poured from a thermos into a cup. He wanted to slip off her hat so he could touch her hair. He loved the look of it, that sleek caramel cap with the sassy fringe. “You could learn to like me, too.”
“I don’t think so.”
He ruffled Shirley’s head when she came over to sniff at his coffee. “Your dog likes me.”
“She’s Grandpop’s dog. And she likes drinking out of toilets. Her taste is not to be trusted.”
“You’re a hard woman, Liv. But you make great coffee. If we got married you could make it for me every morning and I’d treat you like a queen.”
“How about you make the coffee and I treat you like a serf?”
“Does that include tying me up and demanding sexual favors? Because I should tell you I’ve recently taken a vow of celibacy.”
  
She only laughed and got out a second thermos. “Your virtue’s safe with me.”
“Well, that’s a load off my mind. Christ, that smells fabulous.”
“My grandmother’s a hell of a cook.” She poured soup out of the wide-mouthed thermos into bowls.
“So, can I come to dinner?”
She kept her gaze focused on the thermos as she replaced the lid. “When I got home last night, she’d been crying. My grandfather had told her you were here, what you wanted and that he’d talked to you. I don’t know what they said to each other, but I know they haven’t said much to each other since. And that she’d been crying.”
“I’m sorry for that.”
“Are you?” She looked up now. He’d expected her eyes to be damp, but they were burning dry and hot. “You’re sorry that you brought back an intolerable grief, caused a strain between two people who’ve loved each other for over fifty years and somehow shoved me straight into the middle of it?”
“Yes.” His eyes never wavered from hers. “I am.”
“But you’ll still write the book.”
“Yes.” He picked up his bowl. “I will. It’s already opened up, already gone too far to turn back. And here’s a fact, Liv. If I back off this time, Tanner’s still going to tell his story. He’ll just tell it to someone else. That someone else might not be sorry, sorry enough to tread as carefully as possible, to make sure that whatever he writes is true. He wouldn’t have the connection, however tenuous it is, to you and your family that makes it matter to him.”
“Now, you’re a crusader?”
“No.” He let her bitterness roll off him, though there were a few sharp pricks on his skin. “I’m just a writer. A good one. I don’t have any illusions that what I write will change anything, but I hope it’ll answer questions.”
Had he been this sure of himself before? She didn’t think so. They’d both grown up quite a bit in the last six years. “It’s too late for the answers.”
  
“We disagree. I don’t think it’s ever too late for answers. Liv, hear me out.” He pulled off his hat, raked his fingers through his hair. “There are things I never got to explain to you before.”
“I said—”
“Damn it, let me finish. I was ten when all this happened. My father was the biggest hero in my life; I guess he still is. Anyway, I knew about his job, and not just the ten-year-old’s perception of him going after the bad guys. What he did mattered to me, made an impression on me. And I paid attention. When he came home after your mother’s murder, there was grief on his face. I’d never seen it before, not from the job. Maybe there’d be anger, God knows sometimes he’d come home and look sick and tired, but I’d never seen him grieve. And I never forgot it.”
To give herself something to do, she picked up her bowl, stirred without interest at the stew. She heard more than frustration in his voice. She heard passion. And purpose. “Isn’t what you’re doing now bringing back that grief?”
“You can’t bring back what’s never really gone away, and it hasn’t, for any of you. I saw you on TV,” he continued. “You were just a baby. They showed that clip dozens of times, when you ran out of the house, crying. Holding your hands over your ears. Screaming.”
She remembered the moment perfectly, could relive it if she chose—had relived it when she didn’t. “Are you offering me pity now?”
“So you can spit it back in my face.” He shook his head, studying her as he spooned up stew. She wasn’t a defenseless and terrified little girl now. She’d toughened, and if she didn’t take steps otherwise, she’d soon be hardened. “I’m telling you I won’t do that. I won’t crowd and push. We’ll take it at your pace.”
“I don’t know if I’ll agree or not,” she said after a moment. “But I won’t even consider talking to you unless you promise to leave my grandmother out of it. Leave her completely alone. She can’t handle it. And I won’t have you try to handle her.”
  
“All right.” He sighed at her suspicious frown. “What? You want me to sign it in blood?”
“Maybe.” She ate only because she knew she’d need fuel for the hike back. “Don’t expect me to trust you.”
“You did once. You will again before we’re finished.”
“You’re annoyingly sure of yourself. There’s a pair of harlequin ducks on the lake. You can just spot them, on the far side.”
He glanced over. He’d already figured out that she shifted over into the nature mode when she wanted to change the subject.
“I’ll be here through the week,” he said. “My home number’s on file at the lodge. If you haven’t decided by the time I leave, you can get in touch later. I’ll come back.”
“I’ll think about it.” She gave Shirley a biscuit out of the tin. “Now be quiet. One of the best parts of being here is the quiet.”
Satisfied with the progress, Noah dug into his stew. He was toying with asking if there was more when the scream had him flipping the bowl in the air and leaping to his feet.
“Stay here,” he ordered. “Stay right here.”
Olivia gaped at him for five seconds, then scrambled to her feet as he turned to run toward the sound. “Stop, wait!” The breath hitched in her chest as she debated tackling him or just throwing herself in his path. She managed to grab his sleeve, yank, then nearly plowed into him after all as Shirley barreled into her, hoping a tussle was coming.
“Someone’s in trouble.” The shriek stabbed the air again and had him pushing her back. “I want you to stay here until I—”
“It’s a marmot.” She fought back a laugh. “Probably an Olympic marmot.”
“What the hell is that?”
She managed to compose her face. “Also known as rockchuck, whistle-pig or whistler, though the warning call it makes isn’t a whistle as it’s made with the vocal chords. It isn’t a damsel in distress, but a . . . there.”
With her hand still gripping his sleeve, she gestured. There were two of them with grizzled coats of gray-brown, their heavy bodies lumping along toward an outcrop of rocks. One of them stood up on its hind legs, sniffing the air, then eyeing dog and humans with a jaundiced eye.
“They’re just out of hibernation, usually go into torpor in September and don’t surface until May. Most likely their burrow is close by. The, ah, call is their early-warning system as they’re slower than any of their predators.”
“Terrific.” He turned his head, eyed Olivia narrowly.
“Well, you were really brave. I felt completely protected from any terrifying marauding marmots.”
“Smart-ass.” He tapped his fist on her chin, then left it there. Her eyes were deep and gold with humor, her lips curved and soft. Color glowed in her cheeks, and the wind ruffled her hair.
He saw the change in her eyes, the darkening of awareness as he’d seen it years before. He thought he heard her draw in one breath, sharply, as his fingers uncurled and turned up to skim her jaw.
He didn’t calculate the move. He just made it. The minute his mouth closed over hers, his mind clicked in and shouted mistake! But his other hand was already sliding through her hair, his teeth were already nibbling on that full lower lip to enhance the taste.
She jerked once, as if that touch of mouth to mouth had shocked her, then went very still. In that stillness he felt the faintest of quivers, and her lips warmed under his.
The combination had him nudging her closer, had him deepening the kiss though some part of him knew he should never have turned down this road again.
She’d meant to shove him away, to stop him the instant she’d seen the thought come into his eyes, the instant she’d felt the answering trip of her own pulse.
He paralyzed her. The rush of feelings that geysered up inside her body stunned her, left her open to more, with her hand gripping his sleeve and the blood swirling dizzily in her head.
The way it had been between them before. Exactly as it had been.
The wind rushed by them, through them, sighing through the trees, and still she couldn’t move. Not toward him or away, not to hold on or reject.
That drenching sensation of helplessness terrified her.
“Olivia.” He skimmed his hands over her face, fascinated by the angles of it, the texture.
Both of them had changed, and yet her flavor was the same, the shape of her mouth the same, the need swimming between them, exactly the same.
When he eased away, wanting to see it, needing to see it, he murmured again. Just “Olivia.”
Now she pulled back, taking defense in temper. “This isn’t going to happen again.”
“Liv.” His voice was quiet and serious. “It already is.”
No, she told herself. Absolutely not. “Typical. That’s just typical.” She spun around and strode back to the blanket to begin tossing everything back in her pack.
Typical? Noah couldn’t think of anything typical about having the top of his head sheared off. He still couldn’t pull all his thoughts back in, but he managed to walk over, turn her around.
“Listen—”
“Hands off.” She knocked them away. “Do you think I don’t know what this is about? If you can’t convince me with your so-called logic and charm, add some physical stimuli. Just like before.”
“Oh no, you don’t.” With a wiry strength she’d underestimated, he held her still when she would have shoved away. His eyes flashed with a temper she realized was much more potent than his lazy good looks indicated. “You’re not turning that around, not this way. You know damn well I didn’t hike for four fucking hours just so I could cop a feel. If I’d wanted to move on you, I’d have done it in some nice, warm room before I had blisters.”
“You did move on me,” she corrected icily and only made him bare his teeth.
“I didn’t plan it, it just happened. And you weren’t fighting me off. You want to be pissed off about it, fine, but let’s have it for the real reason.”
  
They glared at each other while Shirley whimpered and bumped her body between theirs. “All right.” Olivia opted to retreat behind dignity. “I’ll be pissed off because you took advantage of a momentary weakness.”
“There’s not a weak bone in your body,” he muttered and let her go. “How long are you going to make me pay for a mistake I made six years ago? How many ways do you want me to apologize for it?”
“I don’t want an apology. I want to forget it.”
“But you haven’t. And neither have I. Do you want to know how many times I thought of you?”
“No.” She said it quickly, the single word a rush. “No, I don’t. If we want to find a way to deal with each other on this, Noah, then we concentrate on where we are now, not where we were then.”
“Is that the MacBride way? If it’s tough to deal with, bury it?” He regretted it instantly, not only because it was out of line, but because of the unguarded flare of shock and misery in her eyes. “Liv, I’m sorry.”
He reached for her, swearing under his breath as she jerked away. “I’m sorry,” he said again, and very precisely. “That was uncalled for. But you weren’t the only one who was hurt. You sliced me in half that day. So maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s better to put it away and start now.”
They packed up in silence, taking scrupulous care not to touch in any way. When they were back in the forest, she became the impersonal guide, pointing out any plants of interest, identifying wildlife and blocking any personal conversation.
Noah decided she might as well have snugged that glass dome over herself. She was inside it now, and untouchable.
That would make it simpler all around, he told himself. He didn’t want to touch her again. Couldn’t, for his own survival, risk it.
He spent the last two hours of the hike dreaming about burning his boots and washing the lingering taste of her out of his mouth with a good, stiff drink.






twenty
As the lodge came in sight, Noah’s plan was simple. He was simple. He was going straight to the bar to buy a bottle, make that two bottles of beer. He was taking both up to his room where he would drink them during his hour-long hot shower.
If that didn’t make him feel human again, well, he’d just order up some raw meat and gnaw at it.
The light was fading to a pearly gray with a few wild streaks of color in the western sky. But he wasn’t in the mood to appreciate it.
For God’s sake, he’d only kissed her. It wasn’t as if he’d ripped her clothes off and dragged her to the ground for maniac sex. The fact that the image of doing just that held entirely too much appeal only made him grind his teeth as he pulled open the door to the lodge.
He turned to her, started to make some blisteringly polite comment on her ability as guide, when the desk clerk hurried over.
“Mr. Brady, you had a call from your mother. She said it was urgent.”
Everything inside him froze, then started to churn sickly. “My mother?”
“Yes, she called about an hour after you left this morning, and again at three. She asked that you call her at home as soon as you came in.”
He had a horrible and vivid image of cops coming to the door. Every family of those on the job knew what it meant when you opened the door and cops were standing there, their faces carefully blank.
His father was retired. It couldn’t be. It couldn’t.
“I—”
“You can call from in here.” Olivia took his arm gently, spoke with absolute calm. The blank fear on his face set off screams of alarm in her head, but her hand was steady as she led him past the desk and into a back office.
“You can dial direct from here. I’ll just—” She started to step back, intending to give him privacy, but his hand clamped over hers.
He said nothing at all, just held on while he dialed the number. His grip on her anchored him as a dozen terrors spun through his head. His palm went sweaty on the receiver as it rang once, twice, then his mother’s voice, rushed and breathless, had a spike of ice slicing into his gut.
“Mom?”
“Oh, Noah, thank goodness.”
“Dad?” He lived a thousand hells in the heartbeat it took her to answer.
“No, no, honey. It’s not Frank. Your father’s fine.” Before his knees could buckle with relief, she was rushing on. “It’s Mike, Noah.”
“Mike?” His fingers tightened on Olivia’s, turning both their knuckles white. “What’s wrong? What happened?”
“Noah, I—God . . . He’s in the hospital. He’s in a coma. We don’t know how bad. They’re running tests, they’re doing everything they . . .”
When she began to weep, Noah felt his guts slide into greasy knots. “What happened? A car accident?”
“No, no. Someone hurt him. Someone hit him and hit him. From behind, they say. He was in your house last night.”
“At the beach house? He was at my place?” Denial and fear pounded through him. “It happened last night?”
“Yes. I didn’t hear about it until this morning, early this morning. Your father’s at the hospital now. I’m going back. They’ll only let one of us sit with him at a time, for just a few minutes. He’s in Intensive Care.”
“I’ll be there as soon as I can. I’ll take the first flight out.”
“One of us will be at the hospital. Maggie and Jim—” Her voice broke again when she spoke of Mike’s parents. “They shouldn’t be alone there.”
“I’m on my way. I’ll come straight there. Mom . . .” He could think of nothing. Nothing. “I’m on my way,” he said again. He hung up the phone, then just stared at it. “My friend, he was attacked. He’s in a coma. I have to go home.”
He still had her hand, but his grip was loose now. She could feel his fingers tremble. “Go pack what you need. I’ll call the airport, book you a flight.”
“What?”
Her heart broke for him. Looking at his pale face and stunned eyes, there was room for no other feeling but pity. “It’ll save time, Noah. Just go up and get what you need. I’ll get you to the airport.”
“Yeah . . . God.” He snapped back, eyes clearing, face going hard and tight. “Just get me a seat, whatever gets me to L.A. quickest. Standby if nothing else. I’ll be ready in five minutes.”
He was as good as his word and was back at the office door before she’d completed the booking. He hadn’t bothered to change, she noted, and carried only his backpack and laptop.
“You’re set.” She rose quickly from behind the desk. “It’s a private airstrip about forty minutes from here, friends of my grandparents. They’ll take off as soon as you get there.”
She snagged a set of keys off a board as she headed out of the office. She jogged to a Jeep in the side lot, unlocked it and climbed in as he tossed his pack in the back.
“I appreciate it.”
“It’s all right. Don’t worry about the rest of your things and your car. We’ll deal with it.” She drove fast, her hands competent on the wheel, her eyes straight ahead. “I’m sorry about your friend.”
The initial shakes had passed, but he laid his throbbing head back against the seat. “I’ve known him forever. Second grade. He moved into the neighborhood. Pudgy kid, a complete dork. You were honor bound to beat the shit out of him. I was going to take my shot but just couldn’t do it. He was so oblivious of his own dorkiness. Still is. He had this ridiculous crush on Marcia Brady.”
“Is she your cousin?”
“Huh? Oh, Brady. No, Marcia, Marcia, Marcia. The Brady Bunch.” He opened his eyes long enough to give her a look of astonishment, then sighed. “Right, no TV. Doesn’t matter. He’s the sweetest person I know. Dead loyal and completely harmless. Son of a bitch!” He pounded his fist on the dash, then pressed his hands to his face. “Son of a bitch. He’s in a coma, a fucking coma. My mother was crying. She holds, she always holds. If she’s breaking like that it has to be bad. Really bad.”
She wanted to pull over, for just a minute, to take him to her, hold on to him until he found some comfort. It was an urge she’d never felt with anyone other than family. So she tightened her hands on the wheel and punched the gas.
“It’s my fault.” Noah dropped his hands on his lap, let them lie there limply.
“That’s a ridiculous thing to say.” She kept her voice brisk, practical. Logic, she thought, was more productive than a comforting hug. “You weren’t even there.”
“I didn’t take it seriously enough. I didn’t take her seriously enough. I sent him over there. Water the goddamn plants. Water the plants, Mike. And I knew she was half crazy.”
“Who are you talking about?”
“I was seeing this woman for a while. It wasn’t serious on my end, but I should have seen it. I just sort of drifted along with it—why the hell not? Good sex with a great body, a snappy-looking woman to hang out with. When it got complicated, I broke things off. Then it got nasty. There were some altercations, then the big one where she trashed my house while I was away.”
“Trashed your house?”
“Big time. I had to scoop up most of what was left with a shovel.”
“That’s horrible. Really. Why didn’t you have her arrested?”
“Couldn’t prove it. Everybody knew she’d done it, just her style, but there wasn’t much to be done about it. She tossed a few more threats in my face, made another scene. Then I go flying off, and tell Mike to water my flowers while I’m gone.”
“If this very bizarre woman is the one who hurt your friend, then it’s her fault. It’s her responsibility. It’s her guilt.”
  
He said nothing to that. He was suffering, Olivia thought. She could feel the pain coming off him in shaky waves. And couldn’t stand it. “When . . . after my mother’s death I went through a period where I blamed myself. I’d run away and I’d hidden in the closet. I didn’t do anything to help her.”
“Jesus, Liv, you were four.”
“Doesn’t matter. That doesn’t matter, Noah. When you love someone and something terrible happens to them, it doesn’t matter how old you are. After that,” she continued, “I went through another stage when I blamed her. What the hell was she thinking? She let him in the house. She let the monster in,” she murmured and shuddered once. “She let him in, and he took her away from me. She left me. I blamed her for that.”
She flinched when he lifted a hand to touch her cheek, then blew out a steadying breath. “Maybe you have to go through those stages before you can get to the truth of it. Sam Tanner was to blame. He was the only one to blame. Not me, not my mother.”
“You’re right. I owe you for this.”
“The lodge would have done the same for anyone.”
“No. I owe you.” He laid his head back again, closed his eyes and rode the rest of the way in silence.
 
Noah was running on nerves alone by the time he rushed off the elevator in ICU. During the flight he’d imagined Mike dead. Then jumped to giddy images of his friend popping up in bed and making a lame joke. When the cab had dropped him at the hospital, he was nearly ready to believe it had all been some weird dream.
Then he saw his mother sitting on a bench in the silent hallway, her arm around Maggie Elmo. Guilt and fear balled messily in his throat.
“Oh, Noah.” Celia got quickly to her feet to throw her arms around him. He felt her stomach quiver against his. “I’m so glad you’re here. There’s no change,” she added in a whisper.
“I need to see him. Can I . . .” He shook his head, then forced himself to ease away and face Maggie. “Mrs. Elmo.”
“Noah.” Tears began to trickle out of her already swollen eyes as she reached for him. He lowered to the bench, wrapped his arms tight around her. “He’ll want you here. He’ll want to see you when he wakes up. He’s going to wake up. Any minute now.”
He hung on to her faith as desperately as he held on to her. “We’ve been taking turns going in.” Celia rubbed a hand over Noah’s back. “Frank and Jim are in there now. But Maggie has to lie down for a while.”
“No, I—”
“You said you’d lie down when Noah got here.” All but crooning the words, Celia drew Maggie to her feet. “They’ve got a bed for you, remember? You just need to stretch out for a few minutes. We want to give Noah some time with Mike, don’t we? I’ll sit with you.” She sent Noah a quiet look, then still murmuring, led Maggie down the hall.
Swamped with grief, Noah lowered his head to his hands. He hadn’t moved when Frank came through the double doors to the left and saw him. Saying nothing, Frank sat, laid an arm over Noah’s shoulders.
“I don’t know what to do,” Noah said when he could speak again.
“You’re doing it. You’re here.”
“I want to hurt her. I’m going to find a way to make her pay for this.”
“That’s not what you need to focus on now.”
“You know she did this.” Noah straightened, stared at Frank with burning eyes. “You know she did.”
“It’s very possible. She’ll be questioned as soon as they locate her, Noah.” He gripped Noah’s shoulder, cutting off the vicious stream of oaths. “She can’t be charged without evidence.”
“She’ll dance. Goddamn it, Dad, you know she’ll dance around this. I’m not letting her get away with it.”
“I don’t know that,” Frank said firmly. “Neither do you. But I am telling you, as your father and as a cop, to stay away from her. If you follow through on what you’re feeling right now, you’ll only make matters worse. Let her box herself in, Noah, so we can put her away.”
If Mike died, Noah thought, they wouldn’t be able to put her away deep enough.
 
He stayed at the hospital until dawn, then went to his parents’ house, collapsed facedown on his childhood bed and dropped into oblivion for four hours.
When he’d showered off twenty-four hours of sweat and fatigue, he went into the kitchen.
His mother was there, dressed in an ancient terry-cloth robe and breaking eggs into a bowl. Because love for her burst through him, he went to her, wrapped his arms around her and hugged her back against him.
“Who are you and what have you done with my mother?”
She managed a quiet laugh, lifting a hand up and around to pat his face. “I threw out the house rules this morning. Real eggs, real coffee all around. It’s going to be another long day.”
“Yeah.” He looked over the top of her head, through the kitchen window into the yard beyond. “Remember when Mike and I tried to build that fort out back? We got all this scrap wood together and these rusted nails. Of course, he stepped on one and had to get a tetanus shot.”
“Screamed bloody murder when he stepped on the nail. I thought he’d cut off an arm.” She let out a laughing sigh that ended perilously close to a sob. “I love that boy. And I’m ashamed that after I heard what happened, my first thought was thank God it wasn’t Noah. Oh, poor Maggie.”
She eased away, picked up the bowl again and began briskly beating eggs. “We have to think positively. Think in healing white light. I’ve read a lot of books on it.”
He had to smile a little. “I bet you have.”
“We’re going to bring him out of this.” She got out a skillet, and the look she sent Noah was fierce and strong. “Believe it.”
He wanted to, but every time he went into the tiny room in the hospital and saw Mike still and pale, his head swathed in bandages, his eyes sunk in shadowed bruises, his faith faltered.
As morning swam toward afternoon, he paced the corridor while rage built inside him. He couldn’t let Caryn get away with what she’d done. He couldn’t do anything but hope and pray and stand at his friend’s bedside and talk nonsense just to block out the monotonous beep of machines.
She’d wanted a shot at him, he thought. By Christ, he’d give it to her. He turned toward the elevator, strode toward it, with hate blooming black in his heart.
“Noah?”
“What?” Fists already clenched, he glanced at the brunette. She wore a lab coat over shirt and trousers, with a stethoscope in her pocket. “Are you one of Mike Elmo’s doctors?”
“No. I—”
“I know you,” he interrupted. “Don’t I?”
“We met at the club—you and Mike, my friend and I. I’m Dory.”
“Right.” He rubbed his tired eyes. The pretty brunette with the Southern drawl who stood up for him the night Caryn had come in. “You’re a doctor?”
“Yes. Emergency medicine. I’m on my break and wanted to see how Mike was doing.”
“They just keep saying no change.”
“I’ll check on that in a minute. You look like you could use some air. Let’s take a walk.”
“I was just heading out.”
“Let’s take a walk,” she repeated. She’d seen murder in a man’s eye before. It wasn’t a look you forgot. “The last time I checked in, Mike’s vitals were stable. His tests have been good.” She punched the elevator button. “He’s critical, but he’s also young and healthy.”
“He’s been in a coma for a day and a half.”
She nudged him into the elevator with her. “Sometimes a coma is just the body’s way of focusing in on healing. And he did come around once in the ambulance on the way here. It was brief, but I think he recognized me, and that’s a very positive sign.”
“You? You were with him?”
She stepped out on the main lobby, took his arm to lead him to the doors. “We had a date. I was meeting him at your place. I was running late. We had a double suicide attempt come in. Lost one, saved the other. It was nearly ten by the time I got there.”
Outside she turned her face up to the sun, rolled her shoulders. “God, it feels good out here. In any case, the door was open. Mike was on the kitchen floor, facedown. Glass all over the place. Wine bottle. It’s probably what he was hit with. I went to work on him. I had my bag in the car. I called it in, did what I could on the scene. We had him in ER within thirty minutes.”
“Is he going to die?”
She didn’t answer right away, but sat down on the curb, waited for Noah to join her. “I don’t know. Medically, he’s got an even chance, maybe even a little better than even. There were no bone fragments in his brain, and that was a big one. Still, medicine has limits, and it’s up to him now. I’m half crazy about him.”
“No kidding?”
“Yeah. I know he started off that night with this thing for Steph. And actually, I had the same kind of focus on you.” She tilted her face toward him and smiled. “You were a little too distracted to notice, so I went back and sulked a little.”
“Yeah?”
She had to smile. “Just a little. Mike and Steph went through the moves and motions. They sort of ran out of steam, and I felt sorry for Mike because he was worried about you and didn’t know what to do about it. We started talking and had this big click happen. We started going out. Then we started staying in.”
“That was you the other night on the phone.”
“Yeah.”
“Mike Elmo and the sexy doctor.” Absurdly pleased, Noah shook his head. “That’s just terrific.” He grabbed her face in his hand and kissed her noisily. “That’s just great.”
  
She laughed and gave him a friendly pat on the knee. “He thinks you walk on water. I didn’t say that to make you sad,” she hurried on when the light went out of Noah’s eyes. “I said it because I think he’s a pretty great guy, and he thinks you’re a pretty great guy. So, I figure he’s right. And I figure that when I ran into you upstairs you’d had about enough and were going to go find that lunatic Caryn and . . . I was going to say do something you’d regret, but I don’t think you’d regret it. Something that wouldn’t help, that wouldn’t solve anything, and that in the end would put you in the kind of jam Mike wouldn’t like.”
“She wanted to hurt me. She didn’t give a damn about Mike.”
“Noah, she did hurt you. She hurt you where it matters the most. Let’s go back up. I only have a few more minutes left, and I want to see him.”
He nodded, got to his feet, then held down a hand for hers. “I guess it’s lucky I ran into you.”
“Why don’t you buy me a beer after shift?” She grinned as they went back inside. “You can tell me all kinds of embarrassing Mike stories.”
“What kind of friend would that make me?”
“He told me you got piss-faced the spring of your senior year in high school, and he dared you to run around the track bare-assed naked. And when you did, he took videos and showed them at your graduation party. He still has a copy, by the way.” Her smile brightened as they moved onto the elevator. “You had very nice form at eighteen.”
“Oh yeah. Well, that’s nothing. I’ve got much better stories on Mike. What time do you get off shift?”
“Seven, please God.”
“It’s a date.” His mood almost light, he stepped off the elevator. Then his heart crashed to his feet as he saw Maggie sobbing in his mother’s arms.
“No.” The roar inside his head was so loud he couldn’t hear his own voice as he repeated the denial over and over, as he raced down the corridor, yanking free of Dory’s restraining hand.
“Noah, wait!” Celia shifted quickly to block his path before he could shove through the doors into ICU. “Wait. Maggie, tell him. Tell Noah.”
“He opened his eyes.” She rocked back and forth on her heels, back and forth, then held out both hands to Noah. “He opened his eyes. He said ‘Mom.’ He looked at me, and he said ‘Mom.’ ”
“Stay here,” Dory ordered. “Stay out here. Let me check.”
“The nurse came in, she called for the doctor.” Celia wiped at her own tears while Noah held Maggie. “Frank and Jim are down in the cafeteria. Frank browbeat Jim into getting something to eat, then I was going to browbeat Maggie. He woke up, Noah.” She laid her head on the side of his shoulder. “He woke up.”
Dory came back through the doors. Noah took one look at the brilliant smile on her face and buried his face in Maggie’s hair.






twenty-one
“So, when were you going to tell me about Doctor Delicious?”
Mike grinned, with most of his old twinkle. “Is she a babe or what?”
“A prime babe, a brainy babe. So what’s she doing hanging around with you?”
“She digs me. What can I say?” He still tended to tire easily, and the headaches came with tedious regularity. But they’d jumped him up to good condition after his stint in ICU and into a regular room.
His room was full of flowers, cards, balloons. He’d told Noah the nurses called it Party Central, a fact that pleased him enormously.
The day before Noah had brought in a brand-new laptop, loaded with every computer game it would hold. He’d called it occupational therapy, but knew it was part guilt, part unspeakable gratitude.
“I think I’m in, you know. With her,” Mike said, scrupulously staring at his fingers.
Noah gaped. “You got a major bash on the head ten days ago. Ruined a damn fine bottle of wine, by the way. I think your brains are still scrambled.”
“I don’t think this has a lot to do with brains.”
At a loss, Noah blew out a breath. “ ‘You know’ is a very big thing. You were only seeing her for a little while before you had your head broken. You’ve been stuck in a hospital bed ever since.”
“I have a really fond feeling for this hospital bed.” Mike gave the white sheets an affectionate pat. “After last night.”
“Last night? Here? You had sex with her here?” It was fascinating.
“Shh. Tell the floor nurse, why don’t you?” But Mike was still grinning. “She came in to see me after her shift, one thing led to another. The another was really amazing, by the way.”
“Why the hell am I feeling sorry for you?” Noah wondered. “You’re getting all the action.”
He grabbed the can of Coke he’d brought in with him, chugged deeply.
“I asked her to marry me.”
And choked. “Huh? What? Jesus, Mike.”
“She said yes.” Mike’s grin turned into his puppy dog smile and turned his eyes soft. “Can you beat that?”
“I think I’m having a stroke.” Noah pressed his fingers to his twitching eye. “Call the nurse. No, better, call a doctor. Maybe I can get some action.”
“We’re going to get married next spring, because she wants the works. You know, the church, the flowers, the white dress.”
“Wow.” It was the best he could do. Noah figured he’d better sit down, then realized he already was. “Wow.”
“They’re letting me out of here tomorrow. I want to buy her a ring right away. I need you to go with me. I don’t know squat about buying an engagement ring.”
“What do I know about it?” Noah dragged his free hand through his hair and took a good, hard look. Mike’s eyes were clear behind the thick lenses of his glasses. His smile was easy, almost lazily content. “You really mean it, don’t you?”
“I want to be with her. And when I am I keep thinking, this is right. This feels exactly right.” Vaguely embarrassed, he moved his shoulders. “I don’t know how to explain it.”
“I guess you just did. Nice going, Mike.”
“So, you’ll give me a hand with the ring, right?”
“Sure. We’ll get her a doozy.” With a sudden laugh, he surged to his feet. “Goddamn. Married. And to a doctor. Damn good thing. She’ll be able to stitch you up every time you walk into something or trip over your feet. Does she know you’re a complete klutz?”
“Yeah, she loves that about me.”
“Go figure.” To show his affection, he punched Mike on the shoulder. “I guess you won’t be coming over and raiding my fridge every other night after . . .” He trailed off, remembering.
“It wasn’t your fault. Look, we know each other well enough for me to see what’s in your head.” To keep Noah from backing off, Mike grabbed his hand. “You didn’t know she was going to go postal.”
“I knew enough.”
“I knew as much as you did, and I didn’t give a thought to going over there. For Christ’s sake, Noah, Dory was coming.” Shaken by just the thought of it, Mike rubbed his hands over his face, his fingers sliding under his glasses to press against his eyes. “Something could’ve happened to her, too. I’m the one who told her to meet me over there.”
“That’s not—”
“It’s the same thing,” Mike interrupted. “I was there at the club that night. I heard what she said, saw how she was.” He turned to brood out his window at his view of palm trees. “I wish I could remember, but I keep coming up against the blank. Nothing, not a fucking thing after the marathon after work. I remember kicking Pete Bester’s ass at Mortal Kombat. Next thing I’m clear on is waking up and seeing Mom. All I know about the between is what people tell me. Maybe I saw her. If I could say I saw her, they’d lock her up.”
“They’d have to find her first. She skipped,” Noah added when Mike looked back at him. “None of her friends know where she is, or they’re not saying. She packed clothes, got a cash advance on her credit cards and split.”
“Can’t they go after her for that, like The Fugitive.”
Even a half laugh felt good. “Richard Kimble was innocent.”
“Yeah, but still.”
“She wasn’t charged. I guess if they come up with some evidence they might take a look for her. Otherwise . . .” He lifted his shoulders, let them fall. “Anyway, I don’t think she’ll be hassling either one of us, not for a while at least.”
“That’s something. So, now that you know I’m going to live, and that crazy bitch is off somewhere, I guess you better get back to work.”
  
“Who says I haven’t been working?”
“Your mother.”
“Man, what is it with you and my mother?”
“I’d always planned to marry her, but I thought your father might shoot me. Dory knows she’s my second choice, but she’s so madly in love with me she doesn’t care. But I digress,” he said with a grin. “She said you’ve been letting the book coast, really only playing at it for the last week or so. I’d say it’s time to get your lazy ass in gear.”
“I’ll get to it.” Muttering, Noah wandered to the window.
“You don’t have to worry about me anymore. I’m cool. Aside from the blank spot, I’m nearly back to normal.”
“You were never normal. I’ve been thinking about talking to Jamie Melbourne again, getting her husband to talk to me. Hassling that asshole admin of Smith’s.”
“So do it.”
“I’m waiting for my car.” He knew it was stalling. “The lodge arranged to have someone drive it down for me. Should be here tomorrow or the next day.”
“Then you can go home, make your calls and set up your interviews.”
Noah glanced back over his shoulder. “You kicking me out?”
“What are friends for?”
 
What was she doing? What in God’s name was she doing?
Olivia sat in the car, her fingers clamped on the steering wheel, and struggled to breathe. If she took slow, even breaths her heart would stop pounding. She could control it, control the frenzied jerk and throb of her pulse and beat back the panic attack.
She could do it, she could fight it off. She wouldn’t let it take over.
But her hands wanted to tremble on the wheel, and the sheen of sweat had already pearled on her face as waves of heat then ice, heat then ice, surfed over her skin, through her belly, into her throat. She knew what she’d see if she looked in the rearview mirror. The wild, wide eyes, the glossy, translucent pallor.
The nausea rolled up, one long sick crest, from her feet to her stomach to her throat.
She gritted her teeth and fought it back, shoved it down even as the shudders shimmered over her in icy little bumps.
The scream wanted to rip out, it tore at her chest, clawing with sharpened demon claws. But all she released was a moan, a long keening sound drenched in despair, pressing her head back against the seat as she held on, held on.
Five seconds, then ten. Twenty. Until she willed herself, warred with her own mind, to snap clear.
Her breath came fast, as if she’d been running, but the sharpest edge of panic began to fade. Slowly, she ordered herself to relax, one muscle at a time. She opened her eyes, stared at her fingers, made them flex and release, flex and release.
Control. She had control. She was not a victim, would never, never be a victim. Not of circumstance or her own ill-buried fears.
With one last shuddering breath, she leaned back again. Better, that was better, she thought. It was just that it had come on so fast, had taken her completely by surprise. It had been more than two years since she’d had a full-blown panic attack.
Two years ago, she remembered, when she’d made plans to come to Los Angeles and visit her aunt and uncle. Then, she’d gotten as far as the airport when it had washed over her. The cold sweats, the shakes, the terrible need to get out, just get out and away from all the people.
She’d beaten it back, but she hadn’t been able to face the plane, hadn’t been able to face where it was going. The shame of that failure had drowned her in depression for weeks.
This time she’d gotten here, she reminded herself. She’d batted back the onslaught of the panic twice on the drive down and had been so certain she’d won completely.
She had won, she corrected. She was here, she was all right. She was back in control.
  
She’d been right to follow her impulse, to take the chore of returning Noah’s car herself. Even though it had caused difficulties with her grandparents, she’d done the right thing. Concentrating on the drive had gotten her where she’d wanted to go. Where she hadn’t been able to go for twenty years.
Or nearly gotten her there, she corrected, and, pushing the damp hair off her brow, she studied Noah’s house.
It wasn’t what she’d envisioned at all. It was pretty, almost feminine in the soft tones of the wood, the cheerful sweeps and spears of flowers.
His garden wasn’t some haphazard bachelor attempt to brighten up his real estate, but a careful, clever arrangement by someone who not only knew flowers, but appreciated them.
She slipped out of the car, relieved that her legs were nearly steady. She intended to go straight to the door, knock, give him his keys and a polite smile. She’d ask him to call a cab, and get out and on her way to her aunt’s as quickly as possible.
But she couldn’t resist the flowers, the charm of verbena, the fresh chipper colors of Gerber daisies, the bright trumpets of the reliable petunias. He hadn’t stuck with the ordinary, she noted, and had used the small space available on either side of the walk very well. Experimenting, she noted, crowding specimen to specimen so that it all tangled together in a natural burst rather than an obviously planned design.
It was clever and creative, and both the planting and maintaining must have involved a great deal of work. Still, he hadn’t been quite as conscientious with the weeding as he might have been, and her gardener’s heart had her crouching down to tug up the random invaders.
Within a minute she was humming and losing herself in a well-loved task.
 
Noah was so happy to see his car sitting in its usual spot that he overtipped the driver and bolted out of the cab.
“Oh baby, welcome home.” He murmured it, stroked a loving hand over the rear fender and had nearly executed a snappy dance of joy when he spotted Olivia.
  
The surprise came first, or he assumed the quick jerk in his stomach was surprise. Then came the warmth. She looked so damn pretty, kneeling by his flowers, a faded gray cap shading her eyes.
He started toward her, then hooked his thumbs in his front pockets because his hands wanted to touch. “This is a surprise,” he said, and watched her head snap up, watched her body freeze. Like a doe in the crosshairs, Noah mused. “I wasn’t expecting to see you weeding my gummy snaps.”
“They needed it.” Furiously embarrassed, she got to her feet and brushed garden dirt off her hands. “If you’re going to plant flowers, you should tend to them.”
“I haven’t had a lot of time just recently. What are you doing here, Liv?”
“Returning your car. You were told to expect it.”
“I was also expecting some burly guy named Bob behind the wheel. Not that I’m complaining. Come on in.”
“I just need you to call me a cab.”
“Come on in,” he repeated and moved past her to the door. “At least I can give you a drink to pay for the weeding service.”
He unlocked the front door, glanced back to where she continued to stand. “Don’t be a nitwit. You might as well. Damn it!”
Liv’s eyes widened as he leaped inside the door. She could hear him cursing. Curiosity won and had her following him inside.
He jabbed a code into a security panel just inside the door. “Just had this installed. I keep forgetting it’s here. If I set off the alarm again, my neighbors are going to lynch me. There.” He blew out a breath when the signal light blinked on green. “Another small victory of man against machine. Have a seat.”
“I can’t stay.”
“Uh-huh. I’ll just get us a glass of wine while you think of the reason you can’t sit down for fifteen minutes after driving all the way down the coast.”
  
“My aunt and uncle are expecting me.”
“This minute?” he asked from the kitchen.
“No, but—”
“Well, then. You want some chips with this? I think I have some.”
“No. I’m fine.” But since she was here, what harm would it do to have one civil glass of wine?
She thought his living room was sparsely furnished, no-frills male, but not unattractive. Then she remembered he’d told her his home had been trashed. It certainly explained why everything looked showroom fresh and unused.
“I was glad to hear your friend’s going to be okay.”
“It was touch-and-go the first couple of days.” And the thought of it could still give him a raw sensation in the gut. “But yeah, he’s going to be okay. In fact, he’s going to be great. He got his skull fractured, fell in love and got engaged, not necessarily in that order—in just over a two-week period.”
“Good for him, on two out of three anyway.”
“We just bought her a ring this morning.”
“We?”
“He needed guidance. Let’s drink to Mike.”
“Why not?” She touched the rim of her glass to his, then sipped. Then lifted her eyebrows. “Pouilly-Fuissé on a weekday evening. Very classy.”
His grin flashed. “You know your wine.”
“Must be the Italian from my grandmother’s side.”
“And can the MacBride half build a Guinness?”
“I imagine.” It was just a little too comfortable, being here, being with him. It smacked of old patterns. “Well, if you’d call—”
“Let’s go out on the deck.” He took her hand, pulled her to the sliding door. He wasn’t about to let her shake him off that quickly. “Too early for sunset,” he continued, releasing her long enough to slide the door open. “You’ll have to come back. They can be pretty spectacular.”
“I’ve seen sunsets before.”
  
“Not from this spot.”
The breeze fluttered in off the ocean, whispered warm over her face. The water was bold and blue, chopping in against the shore, then rearing back for the next pass. The scent was of salt and heat, and the light undertone of sunscreen from the people sprinkled along the beach.
“Some backyard.”
“I thought the same thing about yours when I saw your forest.” He leaned against the rail, his back to the view, his eyes on her. “Wanna come play in my backyard, Liv?”
“No, thanks. You’ve got a nice hand with flowers.” She flicked a finger over the soapwort, johnny-jump-ups and artesisa sharing space artistically in a stone tub.
“It shows my sensitive side.”
“It shows you know what looks good and how to keep it that way.”
“Actually, I learned out of compassion and annoyance. My mother was always planting something, then killing it. She’d go to the nursery, and the plants would scream and tremble. Once, I swear, I heard this coreopsis shrieking, ‘No, no, not me! Take the Shasta daisies.’ I couldn’t stand it,” he continued when she laughed. “I started having nightmares where all the plants she killed came back to life, brown, withered, broken, trailing dry dirt that crumbled from their roots as they formed an army of revenge.”
“Zombie zinnias.”
“Exactly.” He beamed, delighted with her, fascinated by the way her face warmed when she was amused and relaxed. “Vampire violas, monster marigolds and gardenia ghouls. Let me tell you, it was pretty terrifying. In fact, I’m scaring myself just thinking about it.”
“As a naturalist, I can certify you’re safe. As long as you keep them alive.”
“That’s comforting.” He trailed a finger down her arm, from elbow to wrist, in the absentminded gesture of a man used to touching. She stepped back, the deliberate gesture of a woman who wasn’t.
  
“I really have to go. I called Uncle David from Santa Barbara, so they’re expecting me by now.”
“How long are you staying?”
“Just a few days.”
“Have dinner with me before you go.”
“I’m going to be busy.”
“Have dinner with me before you go.” As he repeated it, he touched her again, just an easy slide of fingertips along her jaw. “I like seeing you. You wanted to start with a fresh slate. Give me a chance, Olivia.”
She could see it clearly, standing there with him while the sky exploded with sunset, music drifting out, something quiet with a throb to the bass. And while the sun turned red, while it melted into the sea, he would touch her as he had before. Cupping his hand on her face. He would kiss her as he had before. Slow and skilled and sexy.
And she’d forget why he was doing it. She’d forget to care why.
“You want a story.” She shifted away from his hand. “I haven’t decided if I’m giving it to you.”
“I want a story.” Temper simmered in his eyes, but his voice was cool. “That’s one level. I said I liked seeing you, and I meant it. That’s another level entirely. I’ve thought about you, Olivia.”
He made a small move, a reangling of his body, and caged her between him and the rail. “I’ve thought about you for years. Maybe I wish I hadn’t, and you’ve made it clear you’d rather I didn’t think of you at all.”
“It doesn’t really matter what I’d rather.” He was crowding her, and along with the irritation from that was a sly lick of excitement.
“We can agree on that.” He set his wineglass on the rail. “Do you know what went through my mind when I got home and saw you out front? This. Just this.”
It wasn’t slow this time. She could taste the bite of temper as his mouth crushed down on hers, the snaps of frustration as his hand fisted on the back of her shirt. Just as she could feel the hot surge of need that pumped from his body to slam against hers.
It was as primal as the world she lived in, as elemental as the sea that crashed behind them. As inevitable as the quest to mate. Want. Had she always wanted him? And had the wanting always been so savage?
She had to take. She had to feed.
She understood the feral, and threw herself into the edgy demand of the kiss. Her hands gripped fistfuls of all that thick sun-streaked hair, her tongue slashed against his. The vicious heat that burst in her blood told her she was alive and could seize whatever she wanted. As long as she wanted.
Power plunged into him, feeding off her reckless response. The taste of her was a rage through his system, shearing away everything else. He wanted to gorge himself on her in fast, greedy gulps until the frantic, clawing hunger was sated.
But the more he took, the more he craved.
He pulled back far enough to see her face, the wild wash of color, the sharp edge in her eyes. “If you want me to believe you’re pissed off about that, you’re going to have to stop cooperating.”
She thought anger was probably the only sensation she wasn’t feeling. “Back off, Brady.”
“Look—”
“Just . . .” She blew out a breath, lifted a hand to his chest. “Back off a minute.”
“Okay.” It was a surprise how much it cost him to step away, to break that contact of body to body. “That far enough?”
“Yeah, that’s fine. I’m not going to pretend I didn’t expect that or wasn’t looking for it on one of those levels you were talking about. I have some basic kind of attraction to you. I didn’t intend to act on it.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s not smart. But . . .” She picked up her glass again, or perhaps it was his, and sipped while she studied him. “If I decide to be stupid, then we’ll have sex. I’m not against sex, and I think you’d be pretty good at it.”
  
He opened his mouth, shut it again. Cleared his throat. “Excuse me while I restart my heart. Let me get this clear in my head. You’re considering being stupid and having sex with me.”
“That’s right.” Good, she decided and sipped again. Damn good. Finally she’d thrown his rhythm off. “Isn’t that where you were heading?”
“In my own bumbling way, yeah, I suppose so.”
“There was nothing bumbling about that kiss.”
He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. Had he actually thought he was getting to know her all over again? “Why do I feel like I should thank you?”
She laughed, shrugged a shoulder. “Look, Noah, why clutter up healthy animal instincts with emotions and excuses? I don’t indulge in sex very often because, well, I’m busy and I’m picky. But when I do, I consider it a natural, sometimes entertaining act that shouldn’t be tied up with a bunch of sticky pretenses. In other words, I approach it like a man.”
“Yeah, well. Hmmm.”
“If you’re not interested on that level, no hard feelings.” She finished the wine, set it aside. “And I do recall you mentioning a vow of chastity, so maybe this conversation is moot.”
“I wouldn’t call it a vow, exactly. More like a . . . concept.”
“Then we both have something to think about. Now I really have to go.”
“I’ll drive you.”
“A cab’s fine.”
“No, I’ll take you. A drive might clear my head. You’re fascinating, Olivia. No wonder you’ve been stuck in my mind for years.” He took her hand again, a habit she was almost getting used to. “Your stuff’s still in the car, right?”
“Yes.”
“Let’s go, then. Keys?”
She dug them out of her pocket, handed them over as they walked through the house. “Aren’t you going to set the alarm?”
“Shit. Right.” Conversation, he thought, after he’d punched in the code and locked up. Fresh conversation because he didn’t think his system could handle any more on the subject they’d just discussed. “So, did you have any trouble finding your way down here?”
“I had a map. I’m good at reading maps. And this is a great ride,” she added as she settled in the passenger seat. “Handles like a dream.”
“You open her up?”
She gave him a wisp of a smile. “Maybe.” Then she laughed, enjoying the rush of wind as the car picked up speed. “It’s a bullet. How many speeding tickets do you collect in the average year?”
He winced. “I’m a cop’s son. I have great respect for the law.”
“Okay, how many does your father have fixed for you during the average year?”
“Family doesn’t keep track of small acts of love. You know he’d like to see you while you’re here. My mother, too.”
“I don’t know what plans my aunt may have made, if there’ll be time.”
“I thought you didn’t like pretenses.”
She picked up the sunglasses she’d left on his dash, slipped them on. “All right. I don’t know how I’ll handle seeing him. I don’t know how I’ll handle being back here, even for a few days. I decided to come to find out.”
She balled her fists in her lap, then deliberately relaxed them. “I don’t remember Los Angeles. All I really remember is . . . Do you know where my mother’s house is? Was?”
“Yeah.” He was working on the current owners to let him take a tour.
“Go there. I want to go there.”
“Liv, you can’t get in.”
“I don’t need to. I just need to see it.”
 
Panic was a whisper inside her head, an icy caress along her skin. But she made herself stand at the gate. The walls surrounding the estate were tall and thick and brilliantly white. Trees and distance screened the house, but she could catch glimpses of it, brilliantly white as well, with the soft red tile of the roof.
“There are gardens, I’m not sure I knew how many. Elaborate, wonderful gardens. One was tucked away under big, shady trees and had a little pool with goldfish and water lilies. It had a bridge over it. A white bridge, that my mother said was for the fairies.”
She crossed her arms over her chest, hugging her biceps and hunching over as if to fight off sudden cold. “There was another with just roses. Dozens and dozens of rosebushes. He bought a white one when I was born and planted it himself. I remember him telling me that. He’d planted it himself because it was special, and when he had to go out of town, or whenever he came back, he’d leave a white rose on my pillow. I wonder if they kept the gardens the way they were.”
Noah said nothing, simply rubbed a hand over her back and listened.
“The house was so big. It seemed like a palace to me. Soaring ceilings and huge windows. Room after room after room, every one of them special somehow. I slept in a canopy bed.” She shuddered once, violently. “I can’t stand to have anything overhead while I sleep now. I hadn’t realized why. Someone would tell me a story every night. My mother or him, or if they were going out, Rosa. But Rosa didn’t tell the really good stories. Sometimes they’d have parties, and I could lie in bed and hear the music and people laughing. My mother loved having people around. They’d come all the time. Aunt Jamie, Uncle David. Her agent. Uncle Lou. He’d always bring me a peppermint stick. One of those thick, old-fashioned ones. I can’t imagine where he got them.
“Lucas Manning came over a lot. It must’ve been around the time my—he left.” She couldn’t say “my father.” Simply couldn’t bring herself to form the words. “I just remember Lucas being there, in the house, out by the pool. He made my mother laugh. He was nice to me in an absent sort of way. Kids know that it’s just show. I wanted to like him, because he made Mama laugh, but I just kept wishing Lucas would stop coming over, because if he did maybe my . . . maybe he’d come home.”
She rested her head against the bars of the gate. “Then, of course, he came home. He came home and he killed her. And I can’t do this. I can’t do this. I can’t.”
“It’s all right.” Noah gathered her to him, holding her tight even though she stood stiffly with her fisted hands pressed to his chest to separate them. “You don’t have to. You don’t need to be here now, Olivia.”
She made herself open her eyes again, stare over his shoulder at those flashes of white. “I’ve been running away from and running toward this all my life. It’s time I decided on a direction and stuck with it.”
Part of him wanted to scoop her up, cuddle her as he carried her back to the car and took her away. But someone had taken her away for most of her life. “When you run away it comes after you, Liv. And it always catches up.”
Afraid he was right, feeling the monster nipping at her heels, she turned and walked back to the car.






twenty-two
She had her color back by the time Noah swung up the drive toward the Melbourne mansion. It seemed to him she’d all but willed it back, just as she’d willed away that lost and grieving look from her eyes.
“Wow.” Her smile seemed natural, effortless as the house came into view. “We have pictures of it, even videos, but they don’t come up to the in-your-face.”
“One of those nice fixer-uppers priced for the young marrieds.”
She laughed, then swiveled in her seat as the dogs raced over the yard. “There they are! Oh, I wish I could’ve brought Shirley.”
“Why didn’t you?”
“I thought you might object to dog hair and slobber all over your pretty-boy car. And my grandfather would be lost without her.” She pushed out as soon as he’d stopped and all but dived into the dogs.
The vulnerable woman with haunted eyes who’d stood outside the gate of her childhood home might not have existed. It certainly wasn’t the face she showed to her uncle as David Melbourne came out of the house.
She let out a whoop of delight and bounded toward him, half leaping into his arms for a fierce hug.
He’d aged well, Noah thought, comparing the man who held Olivia with the photos that dated back to the murder. He’d kept the weight off, and had either discovered the fountain of youth or had an excellent cosmetic surgeon.
The lines on his face were dashing rather than aging, as were the streaks of silver in his hair. He was dressed casually in buff-colored trousers and a Henley shirt the color of kiwis.
“Welcome, traveler.” He laughed, cupped her face. “Let’s look at you. Pretty as ever.”
“Missed you.”
  
“Goes double.” He kissed her, then hugging a protective arm around her shoulders, turned to Noah. The cooling of voice and eyes was subtle but unmistakable. “It was nice of you to deliver my girl.”
“My pleasure.”
“Uncle David, this is Noah Brady.”
“Yes, I know.”
“I just need to get my things out of the trunk.”
“I’ll get them.” Noah unlocked the trunk, took out the single suitcase.
“That’s it?” David wanted to know.
“I’m only going to be here a couple of days.”
“How about giving Jamie some tips on packing light while you’re here?”
“You pack as much as she does. Clotheshorse.”
He winced, took the case from Noah. “Jamie got caught on the phone. She should be off by now. Why don’t you run in, Livvy? Rosa’s paced a rut in the foyer waiting for you to get here.”
“Aren’t you coming?”
“Be right there.”
“All right. Thanks for the lift, Brady.”
“No problem, MacBride,” he said in the same tone. “I’ll be in touch.”
She said nothing to that, only jogged up the stairs and inside.
“I hope you’ll forgive me for not asking you in,” David began. “This reunion’s a family affair.”
“Understood. You can say what you have to say to me out here.”
David inclined his head. “You’re perceptive, Noah. I imagine that’s why you’re good at your work.” He set Olivia’s suitcase down, glanced toward the house. “You seem to have established some kind of rapport with Livvy.”
“We’re beginning to understand each other.” Again, he thought. Or maybe it was at last. “Is that a problem for you?”
“I have no idea.” In what might have been a gesture of peace, David spread his hands. “I don’t know you.”
  
“Mr. Melbourne, I was under the impression you were supportive of the book I’m writing.”
“I was.” David sighed out a breath. “I thought enough time had passed, enough healing had been done. And I believed that a writer of your caliber could do justice to the tragedy.”
“I appreciate that. What changed your mind?”
“I didn’t realize how much this would upset Val.” Concern clouded his eyes, and he slipped his hands into his pockets. “My mother-in-law. I feel partially responsible as I did support it, and that support certainly influenced Jamie into giving you her cooperation and then encouraged Livvy to do so. I lost my own mother when I was very young. Val’s one of the most important people in my life. I don’t want her hurt.”
Protection, Noah mused. The family was a puzzle made up of pieces of protection and defense. “I’ve already given Liv my word that I won’t contact her grandmother or ask her to talk to me. I’ll keep her out of it as far as I’m able to.”
“The book itself pulls her into it.” He held up a hand before Noah could speak. “I can’t expect you to turn your back on your work because the ripple effect of that work will hurt people I love. But I want you to be aware of it. And I want you to consider that a man who murders would hardly flinch at lying. Sam Tanner isn’t to be trusted, and my biggest regret is that he’ll have time to die outside of prison rather than in it.”
“If you’re worried he’ll lie to me, if your feelings are that strong, you’d be smart to put them on record.”
David laughed, shook his head. “Noah, personally, I’d love to sit down with you and tell you exactly what I feel, what I remember. I’m going to do my best to ease my mother-in-law’s feelings over it, then, if I can, I’ll talk to you. You’ll have to excuse me now.” He picked up the suitcase. “It’s the first time Livvy’s come to visit. I don’t want to miss any time with her.”
 
Olivia loved the house and everything they’d done with it. She loved it for them—it was so obviously perfect for them with its elegance and pastels and soaring ceilings. But she preferred the rambling style and rooms soaked in colors of her grandparents’ home.
She was glad she’d finally made herself come.
By the time she crawled into bed, she was worn to the bone by the drive, the emotion, the elaborate dinner her aunt had arranged and the nonstop conversation as they’d caught up with one another.
Still, her last thought before sleep sucked her under. It was of Noah standing on the deck of his pretty house, with his back to the sea.
 
Olivia came to the conclusion very quickly that while southern California suited Jamie down to her pedicure, it wasn’t the town for Liv MacBride. She was sure of it halfway between the shopping expedition her aunt insisted on and the lunch at some trendy restaurant with a name she immediately forgot.
The lunch portions were stingy, the wait staff glossy enough to glow in the dark and the prices so remarkably outrageous she could do nothing but gasp.
“I had my stylist pencil in appointments later this afternoon,” Jamie began as she toyed with her field-green-and-wild-pepper salad. “Marco is a genius and an event in himself. We can squeeze in a manicure, maybe a paraffin treatment.”
“Aunt Jamie.” Olivia sampled what had been billed as the nouveau-club and was in reality two pieces of bark bread cut into tiny triangles and filled with mysterious vegetables. She wondered if anyone ate real food in L.A. “You’re trying to make a girl out of me.”
“No, I’m not.” Jamie pouted. “I’m just trying to give you a . . . well, just one girl day. You should have let me buy you that little black dress.”
“That little black dress was four thousand dollars and wouldn’t hold up through one hike.”
“Every self-respecting female needs at least one killer black dress. I say we go back for it, and the lizard sandals, the Pradas. You put those together on that fabulous body of yours, men will start diving out of windows to fall at your feet.”
  
Olivia shook her head, laughed. “I don’t want to be responsible for that. And I don’t need the dress, or the shoes, or the warehouse full of other things you tried to talk me into.”
“How can we be related?”
“Genetics are a tricky business.”
“I’m so glad you’re here. I’m so glad you’re not angry with me anymore.” Tears flooded her eyes, and she reached over and gripped Olivia’s hand.
“I wasn’t angry with you. Not you, not really. I’m sorry we argued.” She turned her hand over, gripped Jamie’s tight. “I was angry at Noah, which was just as useless. All those years ago, when you came up to visit and we went out into the forest that evening . . . you were honest with me. You let me be honest with you. Ever since, whenever I needed to talk about Mama, you listened. Whenever I had questions, you answered them.”
“Until you stopped asking,” Jamie murmured.
“I thought I should put it away. I thought I could. Someone who’s smarter than I gave him credit for told me that whenever you run away from something it chases after you and it always catches up. I think I’m ready to change directions.”
“It won’t be easy.”
“God, no. But I’ll be honest with you again. I want to hear what he says about that night. I want to hear Sam Tanner’s story.”
“So do I. We loved her,” Jamie said squeezing Olivia’s hand. “How could we not want to hear it for ourselves?”
“Grandma—”
“Has dealt with this in her own way, always. It doesn’t make your way wrong or your needs wrong.”
“No, it doesn’t. I guess I’m going to get in touch with Noah before I go back.”
“He’s a nice man.” Jamie’s smile changed texture, crept toward feline. “And a very attractive one.”
“I noticed. I’ve just about decided to sleep with him.”
The little sound that popped out of Jamie’s mouth was something between a grunt and a squeak. “Well. Well then. Ah . . . Listen, why don’t we blow this joint, go get a pizza and you can elaborate on that very interesting statement.”
  
“Great.” With relief, Olivia pushed her plate aside. “I’m starved.”
 
Frank was sitting in his kitchen, enjoying the single predinner light beer his wife allowed him. On a notepad, he drew circles, squiggles, exes as he toyed with a new play for the basketball team he coached.
He’d have enjoyed some potato chips or Fritos with his beer, but Celia had come across his secret stash a few days before. He still couldn’t figure out what the hell she’d been doing looking on the top shelf of the den closet, but he couldn’t ask as he’d denied knowing the sour cream and onion chips were there.
He claimed Noah had probably left them. That was his story, Frank thought as he made do with a handful of salt-free pretzels. And he was sticking to it.
When the doorbell rang, he left his beer and his doodling on the table, thinking it might be one of his players. He didn’t think it set the right tone for Coach to come to the door with a cold one in his hand.
It was a young woman, with the tall, rangy build he could have used on the court. A little too old to fit into his twelve-to-sixteen-year-old league, he thought; then images overlapped in his mind and had him grabbing for her hands.
“Liv. Livvy! My God, you’re all grown up.”
“I didn’t think you’d recognize me.” And the fact that he had, with such obvious delight, warmed her. “I’d have known you anywhere. You look just the same.”
“Never lie to a cop, even a retired one. Come in, come in.” He pulled her inside. “I wish Celia were here. She had a late-afternoon meeting. Sit down.” He fussed around the living room, picking up the newspaper, scooping a magazine off a chair. “Let me get you something to drink.”
“I’m all right. I’m fine.” There was a pressure in her chest, heavy, tight. “I told myself to call first. Then I didn’t. I just came.”
  
He saw the battle for composure on her face. “I’m glad you did. I knew you were grown-up, but every time I pictured you, even when I’d read your letters, I’d see a little girl.”
“I always see a hero.” She let herself go into his arms, let herself be held. And the jitters in her stomach quieted and eased. “I knew I’d feel better. I knew it would be all right, if I could see you.”
“What’s wrong, Livvy?”
“A lot of things. I’m figuring them out but—”
“Is this about Noah’s book?”
“Part of it. About that, about him. He’s your son.” She said it with a sigh and stepped back to stand on her own. “And as much as I didn’t want to, as much as I told myself I wouldn’t, I trust him to do it right. It’s going to be painful for me to talk to him, but I can do it. I will do it, in my own time. In my own way.”
“You can trust him. I don’t understand his work, but I understand Noah.”
Puzzled, she shook her head. “You don’t understand his work? How can you not understand his work? It’s brilliant.”
It was Frank’s turn for confusion. He sat on the arm of the sofa, staring at her. “I have to say, I’m surprised to hear you say that. How could you feel that, as a survivor of a murder victim?”
“And the daughter of a murderer,” she finished. “That’s exactly why. I read his first book as soon as it came out. How could I resist it with his name on the cover?” And she’d hidden it in her room like a sin. “I didn’t expect to like it.” Hadn’t wanted to, she thought. Had wanted to read it and condemn him. “I still don’t know if I can say I liked it, but I understood what he was doing. He takes the most wicked of crimes, the most horrid, the most unforgivable. And he keeps them that way.”
She waved a hand in annoyance at her own fumbling attempt to explain. “When you hear about a murder on the news, or read about it in the paper, you say, oh, how awful, then you move on. He humanizes it, makes it real—so vividly real that you can’t say, ‘Oh, how awful,’ then slide down the pillows and go to sleep. Everyone who was involved—he strips them down to their most desperate and agonized emotions.”
That, she realized, was what she feared about him the most. That he would strip her to the soul.
“He makes them matter,” she continued. “So that what was done matters.”
She smiled a little, but her eyes were horribly sad. “So that what his father did, every day, year in and year out, matters. You’re his standard for everything that’s right and strong.”
Just, she thought, as her father was her standard for everything evil and weak.
“Livvy.” Words clogged in Frank’s throat. “You make me ashamed that I never looked close enough.”
“You just see Noah. I’m nervous about talking to him.” She pressed her hand to her stomach. “I don’t want him to know that. I want us to try to do this on equal ground. Well, not quite equal,” she corrected, and her smile steadied. “I’m going back home tomorrow, so he’ll have to deal with me on my turf. I wondered, one of the things I wanted to ask, was if you and Mrs. Brady would like to come up sometime this summer, have a couple of free weeks at the lodge on the MacBrides. We’ve made a number of improvements, and I’d love you to see my Center and . . . Oh God. I’m sorry. God.”
She pressed both hands to her mouth, stunned that the words had tripped out, stumbling over one another in her rush to conceal the truth.
“Livvy—”
“No, I’m all right. Just give me a minute.” She walked to the front window, stared out through the pretty sheer curtains. “I know he gets out in a few weeks. I thought, somehow I thought, if you were there, just for the first couple of days after . . . it would be all right. I haven’t let myself really think about it, but the time’s coming. Just a few weeks.”
  
She turned back, started to speak, to apologize again. But something in his face, the grim line of his mouth, the shadow in his eyes stopped her. “What is it?”
“It’s about him getting out, Liv. I was contacted this morning. I have some connections, and whenever there’s something new about Tanner, I get a call. Due to his health, the hardship, overcrowded system, time served, his record in prison . . .” Frank lifted a hand, let it fall.
“They’re letting him out sooner, aren’t they? When?”
Her eyes were huge, locked on his. He thought of the child who’d stared at him from her hiding place. This time, he could do nothing to soften the blow.
“Two weeks ago,” he told her.
 
The phone shattered Noah’s concentration into a thousand irretrievable shards. He swore at it, viciously, ignoring the second ring as he stared at the last line he’d written and tried to find the rhythm again.
On the third ring he snatched up the portable he’d brought in by mistake, squeezed it with both hands as if to strangle the caller, then flipped it on.
“What the hell do you want?”
“Just to say good-bye. ’Bye.”
“Wait. Liv. Wait, don’t hang up, damn it. You don’t return my calls for two days, and then you catch me at a bad moment.”
“I’ve been busy, which you obviously are, too. So—”
“Okay, okay. I’m sorry. That was rude. I’m a jerk. I’ve got the sackcloth right here. You got my messages?” All ten thousand of them, he thought.
“Yes, I haven’t had time to return them until now. And I only have a minute as it is. They’re already boarding.”
“Boarding? What? You’re at the airport? You’re leaving already?”
“Yes, my plans changed.” Her father was out of prison. Was he already in L.A.? Is this where he would come first? She rubbed a hand over her mouth and schooled her voice to sound casual. “I have to get back, and I thought I’d let you know. If you still want to talk to me, regarding your book, you can reach me at the lodge, the Center most likely.”
“Go back in the morning. One night can’t make any difference. Olivia, I want to see you.”
“You know where to find me. We’ll work out some sort of schedule that’s convenient for the interviews.”
“I want . . .” You, he realized. How the hell had it gotten so mixed up a second time? “The book isn’t everything that’s going on here, between us. Change your flight.” He hit keys rapidly to save data and close. “I’ll come pick you up.”
“I don’t want to be here,” she said flatly. “I’m going home.” To where it was safe. To where she could breathe. “If you want interviews with me, you’ll have to come to the lodge. It’s final boarding. I’m leaving.”
“It’s not just the damn interviews,” he began, but she’d already broken the connection.
Noah swung the phone over his shoulder, then halfway back to the desk before he managed to resist the urge to just beat it to bits of plastic.
The woman was making him nuts. She ran hot, cold, jumped up, down and sideways. How the hell was he supposed to keep up with her?
Now she was gone, leaping out of his reach before he had a real chance to grab hold. Now he was supposed to go chasing after her? Was that the game?
Disgusted, he kicked back in the chair, stared at the ceiling. No, she didn’t work that way. It wasn’t games with Olivia so much as it was a match. There was a big difference between the two.
There were details he needed to deal with, more data he needed to work through. And then, he thought, tossing the phone on the cluttered desk, then they’d just see about that match.
He was more than willing to go one-on-one.
 
Olivia didn’t relax until the plane was in the air and she could nudge her seat back, close her eyes. Below, Los Angeles was falling away, out of reach and soon out of sight. There was nothing there for her now, no need to go back. The house that had once been her own personal castle was locked behind iron gates and belonged to someone else.
And the murder that had been done there, long since scrubbed away.
If and when Noah contacted her, she’d deal with it, and him. She’d proven to herself that she could get through that swarm of memories. Retelling them would only be words, words that couldn’t hurt her now.
The monster was loose.
It seemed to whisper in her ear, a warning edged with a kind of jumping glee.
It didn’t matter. She wouldn’t let it matter. Whether or not they’d unlocked his cell, given him a suit of clothes and the money he’d earned over his years in a cage, he’d been dead to her for a long, long time.
She hoped she’d been dead to him as well. That he didn’t think of her.
Or if he did, she prayed that every thought caused him pain.
She turned her head away from the window and willed herself to sleep.
 
Sleep didn’t come easily to some. It was full of fear and sound and bloody images.
The monster was loose. And it cavorted in dreams, shambled on thick legs into the heart and poured out in bitter tears.
The monster was loose, and knew there would be no end, no finish without more death.
Livvy. The name was a silent sob, trembling in a desperate mind. The love for her was as real as it had been from the moment she’d been born. And the fear of her was as real as it had been on the night blood had been spilled.
She would be sacrificed only if there was no choice.
And the loss of her would be, forever, an open wound in the heart.






twenty-three
“Out? What do you mean he’s out?”
“He got out two weeks ago. His lawyer filed a hardship plea, and they bumped up his release date.” Frank settled down on a deck chair where his son had taken advantage of an overcast day and a quiet beach to work outside.
“Son of a bitch.” Noah pushed to his feet, paced from one end of the deck to the other. “Son of a bitch. He must have known the last time I went to see him. He didn’t tell me. I finally got a conference call scheduled with Smith this afternoon, and his assistant didn’t mention it either. Well, where the hell did he go?”
“I don’t have that information. Actually, I thought you might. I wouldn’t mind keeping tabs on Tanner.” Frank thought of the shock and fear in Olivia’s eyes. “For old times’ sake.”
“He hasn’t bothered to give me his fucking forwarding address. The book’s dead without him.” He stared down at his piles of papers, anchored with bottles, a conch shell, whatever came most handily. “Without him and Liv, it stops. The rest fans out from them. Early release?” He looked back at Frank. “Not parole, so he doesn’t have to check in.”
“He served his time. The state of California considers him rehabilitated.”
“Do you?”
“Which part of you is asking the question? My son or the writer?”
Noah’s face closed up immediately, went blank. “Never mind.”
“I didn’t mean I wouldn’t answer, Noah. I was just curious.”
“You’re the one who compartmentalizes what I am and what I do. For me, they’re in the same drawer.”
“You’re right. I’ve been giving that some thought recently.” Frank sighed, laid his hands on his knees. “I thought you’d be a cop. I guess I had that idea in my head for a long time. I had this image of you coming on the job while I was still on it.”
“I know I disappointed you. But it’s not what I am.”
The instinctive denial was on his tongue. Frank paused and gave his son the truth instead. “I had no right to be disappointed. And I know it’s not what you are, Noah, but some things die hard. You were always interested in what I did when you were a kid. You used to write up reports.” He laughed a little. “You’d ask me all these questions about a case and write it all up. I didn’t see that for what it was. When you went into journalism, I thought, well, he’ll snap out of that. But you didn’t and I was disappointed. That’s my failure, not yours.”
“I never wanted to close cases, Dad. I wanted to study them.”
“I didn’t want to hear that. Pride has two edges, Noah. When you started writing books, started digging into things that were over and done, I took it as a reflection on what I had done, as if you were saying that it wasn’t enough to do the job, gather the evidence, make the arrest, get the conviction.”
“That’s not it. That was never it.”
“No, but I let my pride get in the way of seeing what you were doing, why you were doing it and what it meant to you. I want you to know I’m sorry for that. More sorry that I never gave you the respect you deserved for doing work you were meant to do, and doing it well.”
“Well.” Emotion slid through him, carrying out the tension in his shoulders he hadn’t been aware of. “It’s a day for surprises.”
“I’ve always been proud of who you are, Noah. You’ve never been anything but a joy to me, as a son and as a man.” Frank had to pause a moment before his tongue tangled.
“I wouldn’t be what I am if you hadn’t been there.”
“Noah.” Love was a swollen river in his throat. “I hope one day you have a grown child say that to you. It’s the only way to know how much it means.” He had to clear his throat before he embarrassed both of them. “I’m going to give more consideration to what you do. Fair enough?”
  
“Yeah, that’s fair enough.”
“I’ll start by telling you I’ll do that interview sort of thing, when you have the time for it.”
“I’ve got time now. How about you?”
“Now? Well, I . . .” He hadn’t been prepared for it and found himself limping for an excuse.
“Just let me get a fresh tape.”
Noah knew when he had a fish on the line and made it fast. He came back out with a tape and two cans of Coke. “It’s not as hard as you think,” he said while he labeled the tape and snapped it into the recorder. “You just talk to me, tell me about the case. Just the way you used to. You told me some about this one. I made notes on it even back then. Tanner made the nine-one-one call himself. I’ve got a transcript of it.”
Wanting accuracy rather than memory, Noah dug out the right file. “He called it in at twelve forty-eight. She’s dead. My God, Julie. She’s dead. The blood, it’s everywhere. I can’t stop the blood. Somebody help me.” Noah set the paper aside. “There’s more, but that’s the core of it. The nine-one-one operator asked him questions, kept getting the same response, but managed to get the address out of him.”
“The uniforms went in first,” Frank said. “Standard procedure. They responded to the nine-eleven. The gate was open; so was the front door. They entered the premises and found the body and Tanner in the front parlor area. They secured the scene, reported a homicide and requested detectives. Tracy Harmon and I took the call.”
 
For Noah, it was as if he’d walked into the house that night with his father. He felt the warm rustle of air that stirred the palm fronds and danced through gardens silvered in moonlight. The house stood, white as a wish with windows blazing gold with lights.
Police cruisers were guard-dogging the front, one with its blue and red lights still spinning to shoot alarming color over the marble steps, the faces of cops, the crime scene van.
More light poured out of the open doorway.
  
A rookie, his uniform still academy fresh, vomited pitifully in the oleanders.
Inside, the grand chandelier dripped its waterfall of light on virgin white floors and highlighted the dark stain of the blood trail.
It smeared in all directions, across the foyer, down the wide hall, up the polished-oak stairway that swept regally to the left.
The smell of it was still ripe, the look of it still wet.
He was used to death, the violence of it. The waste of it. But his first glimpse of what had been done to Julie MacBride broke his heart. He remembered the sensations exactly, the sudden, almost audible snapping, the resulting churn of pity and horror in his gut. And the fast, overpowering flood of fury that burst into his head before he shut them away, locked them away, and did his job.
At first glance it appeared to have been a vicious struggle. The broken glass, the overturned furniture, the great spewing patterns of blood.
But there were patterns within patterns. The dead always left them. Her nails were unbroken and clean, the defensive wounds on her hands and arms shallow.
He’d come at her from behind. Later Frank would have this verified by the ME’s findings, but as he crouched beside the body, he played the scene in his head.
The first blow had gone deep into her back, just below the shoulder blades. She’d probably screamed, stumbled, tried to turn. There would have been shock along with the pain. Had she seen his face? Seen what was in it?
He’d come at her again. Had she lifted an arm to block the blow? Please, don’t! God, don’t!
She’d tried to get away, knocking over the lamp, shattering glass, slicing her bare feet on it even as he sliced at her. She’d fallen, crawled, weeping. He’d driven the blades into her again and again, plunging with them, slashing with them even after she was still. Even after she was dead.
Two uniforms watched Sam in the adjoining room. As with his first glimpse of Julie, this image would implant itself on Frank’s mind. He was pale and handsome. He smoked in quick jerks, his arm pistoning up and down, up and down as he brought the cigarette to his lips, drew in smoke, blew it out, drew it in again.
His eyes were off—glassy and wheeling in his head. Shock and drugs.
His wife’s blood was all over him.
“Somebody killed her. Somebody killed Julie.” He said it again and again.
“Tell me what happened, Mr. Tanner.”
“She’s dead. Julie’s dead. I couldn’t stop it.”
“Couldn’t stop what?”
“The blood.” Sam stared down at his hands, then began to weep.
Sometime during that initial, disjointed interview, Frank remembered there was a child. And went to look for her.
 
In his office, Noah typed up his notes from the interview with his father. It helped to write it down, to see the words.
When his phone rang, he jolted, and realized that he had been lost, working for hours. The first streaks of sunset were now staining the sky through his window.
Noah pressed his fingers to his aching eyes and answered.
“It’s Sam Tanner.”
Instinctively, Noah snatched up a pencil. “Where are you?”
“I’m watching the sun go down. I’m outside, and I’m watching the sun go down over the water.”
“You didn’t tell me they were letting you out early, Sam.”
“No.”
“Are you in San Francisco?”
“I was in San Francisco long enough. It’s cold and it’s damp. I wanted to come home.”
Noah’s pulse picked up. “You’re in L.A.?”
“I got a room off of Sunset. It’s not what it used to be, Brady.”
“Give me the address.”
  
“I’m not there now. Actually I’m down the road from you. Watching the sun set,” he said almost dreamily. “Outside a place that serves tacos and beer and salsa that makes your eyes sting.”
“Tell me where you are. I’ll meet you.”
 
Sam wore khakis and a short-sleeved chambray shirt, both so painfully new they’d yet to shake out the folding pleats. He sat at one of the little iron tables on the patio of the Mexican place and stared out over the water. Though business wasn’t brisk, there was a sprinkling of people at other tables, kids with fresh faces who scooped up nachos and sipped at the beers they were barely old enough to order.
In contrast, Sam looked old, pale, and inexplicably more naive.
Noah ordered more tacos, another beer for each of them.
“What does it feel like?”
With a kind of wonder, Sam watched an in-line skater skim by. “I spent a few days in San Francisco, to get my bearings. Then I took a bus down. Part of me kept expecting someone to stop me, take me back, say it had all been a mistake. Another part was waiting to be recognized, to hear someone call out, ‘Look, there’s Sam Tanner,’ and run over for my autograph. There’re two lives crossed over in the middle, and my mind keeps jumping back and forth between them.”
“Do you want to be recognized?”
“I was a star. An important actor. You need the attention, not just to feed the ego, but to stroke the child. If you weren’t a child, how good an actor could you be? After a while, inside, I had to put that away. When I knew the appeals weren’t going to work, the cage wasn’t going to open, I had to put it away to survive. Then I got out and it all came flooding back. And as badly as I wanted someone to look at me, to see me and remember, it scared the shit out of me that someone would. Stage fright.” Sam gave a small, sick smile. “There’s something I haven’t had to deal with in a long time.”
  
Noah said nothing while the waitress clunked their food and drinks down. Once she’d walked away, he leaned forward. “Coming to L.A. was a risk, because someone’s bound to recognize you sooner or later.”
“Where else would I go? It’s changed. I got lost twice walking around. New faces everywhere, on the street, on the billboards. People driving around in big chunky Jeeps. And you can’t smoke any fucking where.”
Noah had to laugh at the absolute bafflement in the statement. “I imagine the food’s some better than San Quentin’s.”
“I forgot places like this existed.” Sam picked up a taco, studied it. “I’d forgotten that before I went inside. If it wasn’t the best, I wasn’t interested. If I wasn’t going to be seen, admired, envied, what was the point?”
He bit in, crunching the shell, ignoring the little bits of tomato and lettuce and sauce that plopped onto his plate. For a few moments he ate in concentrated silence, a kind of grim focus Noah imagined came from prison meals.
“I was an asshole.”
Noah lifted a brow. “Can I quote you?”
“That’s what this is about, isn’t it? I had everything—success, adulation, power, wealth. I had the most beautiful woman in the world, who loved me. I thought I deserved it, all of it, so I didn’t value what I had. I didn’t value any of it or see it as any more than my due. So I lost it. All of it.”
Keeping his eyes on Sam’s face, Noah sipped his beer. “Did you kill your wife?”
He didn’t answer at first, only watched the last sliver of sun sink red into the sea. “Yes.” His gaze shifted, locked on Noah’s. “Did you expect me to deny it? What’s the point? I served twenty years for what I did. Some will say it’s not enough. Maybe they’re right.”
“Why did you kill her?”
“Because I couldn’t be what she asked me to be. Now ask me if I picked up the scissors that night and stabbed them into her back, her body, sliced them across her throat.”
“All right. Did you?”
  
“I don’t know.” His eyes shifted to the water again, went dreamy again. “I just don’t know. I remember it two ways, and both seem absolutely real. I stopped thinking it mattered, then they told me I was going to die. I need to know, and you’re going to figure out which of the two ways is real.”
“Which one are you going to tell me?”
“Neither, not yet. I need the money. I opened an account at this bank.” He brought out a scrap of paper. “That’s my account number. They do this electronic transfer. That’d be the best way.”
“All right.” Noah pocketed the paper. “It’ll be there tomorrow.”
“Then we’ll talk tomorrow.”
 
Noah called Olivia the next morning, caught her at her desk at the Center. He was still damp from the shower after his run on the beach, just starting to pump up his system with coffee. The sound of her voice, brisk, businesslike, husky around the edges made him smile.
“Hello back, Ms. MacBride. Miss me?”
“Not particularly.”
“I don’t believe it. You recognized my voice too easily.” He heard her sigh, certain she’d wanted it audible and full of exasperation.
“Why wouldn’t I? You talk more than any three people I know put together.”
“And you don’t talk enough, but I’ve got your voice in my head. I had a dream about you last night, all soft, watery colors and slow motion. We made love on the bank of the river, and the grass was cool and damp and wild with flowers. I woke up with the taste of you in my mouth.”
There was a moment of silence, a quiet catch of breath. “That’s very interesting.”
“Is someone in your office?”
“Momentarily. Thanks, Curtis, I’ll take care of that.” There was another pause. “That riverbank is a public area.”
He laughed so hard he had to slide onto a stool. “I’m becoming seriously crazy about you, Liv. Did you like the flowers?”
“They’re very nice and completely unnecessary.”
“Sure they were. They make you think of me. I want you to keep me right in the front of your mind, Liv, so we can pick things up when I get there.”
“When do you plan to make the trip?”
“One or two weeks—sooner, if I can manage it.”
“The lodge is booked well in advance this time of year.”
“I’ll think of something. Liv, I need to tell you I’ve seen Tanner, spoken with him. He’s here in Los Angeles.”
“I see.”
“I thought you’d feel better knowing where he is.”
“Yes, I suppose I do. I have to go—”
“Liv, you can tell me how you feel. Aside from the book, just as someone who cares about you. You can talk to me.”
“I don’t know how I feel. I only know I can’t let where he is or what he’s doing change my life. I’m not going to let anything or anyone do that.”
“You may find out some changes don’t have to hurt. I’ll let you know when I plan to come in. Keep thinking about me, Olivia.”
She hung up, let out a long breath. “Keep dreaming,” she murmured and skimmed a finger over the petals of a sunny daisy.
She hadn’t been able to resist keeping them in her office where she could see them when she was stuck at her desk and itching to get outside.
She’d recognized what he’d done as well, and found it incredibly sweet and very clever. The flowers he ordered were all from the varieties he had in his own garden. The garden she hadn’t been able to resist. He had to know that looking at them would make her think of him.
She’d have thought of him anyway.
And she’d lied when she’d told him she didn’t miss him. It surprised her how much she did and worried her just a little to realize she wished they were different people in a different situation. Then they could be lovers, maybe even friends, without the shadows clinging to the corner of their relationship.
She’d never been friends with a lover, she thought. Had never really had a lover, as that term added dimension and intimacy to simple sex.
But she thought Noah would insist on being both. If she wanted him, she would have to give more than she’d been willing, or able, to give to anyone before.
One more thing to think about, she decided, and rubbing the tension from her neck, swiveled back to her keyboard and began to input her ideas for the fall programs with an eye to the elementary school field trips she hoped to implement.
She answered the knock on her door with a grunt.
“Was that a come in or go to hell?” Rob wanted to know as he gently shook the package he carried.
“It’s come in to you, and go to hell for anyone else. I’m just working out some fall programs.” She angled her head as she swiveled her chair around. “What’s in the box?”
“Don’t know. It came to the lodge, looks like an overnight from Los Angeles, to you.”
“Me?”
“I’d guess it’s from the same young man who sent you the flowers.” He set the package on the desk. “And I say he has fine taste in women.”
“Which you say with complete objectivity.”
“Of course.” Rob sat on the corner of the desk, reached for her hands. “How’s my girl?”
“I’m fine.” She gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. “Don’t worry about me, Grandpop.”
“I’m allowed to worry. It’s part of the job description.” And she’d been so tense, so pale when she’d come back from California. “It doesn’t matter that he’s out, Livvy. I’ve made my peace with that. I hope you will.”
“I’m working on it.” She rose, moved away to tidy files that didn’t need tidying. “Noah just called. He wanted to let me know he’d seen him, spoken to him.”
“It’s best you know.”
  
“Yes, it is. I appreciate that he understands that, respects that. That he doesn’t treat me as if I were so fragile I’d break, that I needed to be protected from . . .” She trailed off, felt a wave of heat wash into her face. “I didn’t mean—”
“It’s all right. I don’t know if we did the right thing, Livvy, bringing you here, closing everything else out. We meant it for the best.”
“Bringing me here was exactly the right thing.” She dropped the files and stepped over to hug him tight. “No one could have given me more love or a better home than you and Grandma. We won’t let thoughts of him come in here and make us question it.” Her eyes stormed with emotion when she drew back. “We won’t.”
“I still want what’s best for you. I’m just not as sure as I once was what it is. This young man . . .” He nodded toward the flowers. “He’s bringing you an awful lot to face at one time. But he’s got a straight look in his eye, makes me want to trust him with you.”
“Grandpop.” She bent, kissed his cheek. “I’m old enough, and smart enough, to decide that for myself.”
“You’re still my baby. Aren’t you going to open the package?”
“No, it’ll only encourage him.” She grinned. “He’s trying to charm me.”
“Is he?”
“I suppose he is, a little. He’s planning on coming back soon. I’ll decide just how charmed I am when I see him again. Now, go to work, and let me do the same.”
“He comes back around, I’m keeping an eye on him.” Rob winked as he got up and headed for the door. Then he stopped, one hand on the knob, and glanced back. “Did we keep you too close, Livvy? Hold you too tight?” He shook his head before she could answer. “Yes or no, you grew your own way. Your mother’d be proud of you.”
When the door closed behind him, she sat down, struggled with the tears that were a hot mix of grief and joy. She hoped he was right, that her mother would be proud, and not see her daughter as a woman who was too aloof, too hard, too afraid to open herself to anyone but the family who’d always been there.
Would Julie, bright, beautiful Julie, ask her daughter, Where are your friends? Where are the boys you pined for, the men you loved? Where are the people you’ve touched or made part of your life?
What would the answer be? Olivia wondered. There’s no one. No one.
It made her so suddenly, so unbearably sad the tears threatened again. Blinking them away, she stared at the package on her desk.
Noah, she thought. He was trying to reach her. Wasn’t it time she let him?
She dug out the Leatherman knife from her pocket, used the slim blade to break the sealing tape. Then she paused, let herself feel the anticipation, the pleasure. Let herself think of him as she lifted the lid.
Hurrying now, she probed through the protective blizzard of Styrofoam chips, spilling them out onto the desk as she worked the contents out. Glass or china, she thought, some sort of figurine. She wondered if he’d actually tracked down a statue of a marmot, was already laughing at the idea when she freed the figure.
The laugh died in her throat, tumbled with the avalanche of icy panic that roared through her chest. Her own rapid breathing became a crashing scream in her head. She dropped the figurine as if it were a live snake, poised to strike.
And stared, trembling and swaying, at the benevolent and beautiful face of the Blue Fairy poised atop the music box.






twenty-four
“I never wanted to be alone.” Sam held the coffee Noah had given him and squinted against the sun. “Being alone was like a punishment to me. A failure. Julie was good at it, often preferred it. She didn’t need the spotlight the way I did.”
“Did or do?” Noah asked, and watched Sam smile.
“I’ve learned there are advantages to solitude. Julie always knew that. When we separated, when I bought the place in Malibu, the prospect of living there alone was nearly as terrifying as living without her. I don’t remember much about the Malibu house. I guess it was similar to this.”
He glanced back at the house, the creamy wood, clear streams of glass, the splashes of flowers in stone tubs. Then out to the ocean. “The view wouldn’t have been much different. You like it here, being alone?”
“My kind of work requires big chunks of solitude.”
Sam only nodded and fell silent.
Noah had debated the wisdom of conducting the interviews at his own place. In the end, it had seemed most practical. They’d have the privacy he required and, by setting up on the deck, give Sam his wish to be outside. He hadn’t been able to come up with a good argument against it, as Sam already had his address.
He waited while Sam lit another cigarette. “Tell me about the night of August twenty-eighth.”
“I didn’t want to be alone,” Sam said again. “I wasn’t working, had just fired my agent. I was pissed off at Julie. Who the hell did she think she was, kicking me out of the house when she was the one fucking around? I called Lydia. I wanted company, I wanted sympathy. She hated Julie, so I knew she’d say what I wanted to hear. I figured we’d get high and have sex—like old times. That’d teach Julie a lesson.”
  
His hand bunched into a fist on his knee, and he began to tap it there, rhythmically. “She wasn’t home. Her maid said she was out for the evening. So I was pissed off about that, too. Couldn’t depend on anyone, no one was there when you needed them. Worked myself up pretty good. There were others I could have called, but I thought fuck them. I did a line to prime myself up, then got in the car and headed into L.A.”
He paused, rubbing lightly at his temple as if he had a headache brewing, then went back to tapping his fist on his knee. “I don’t know how many clubs I hit. It came out in the trial, different people seeing me at different places that night. Saying I was belligerent, looking for trouble. How did they know what I was looking for when I didn’t?”
“Witnesses stated you were looking for Lucas Manning, got into a shoving match with security at one of the clubs, knocked over a tray of drinks at another.”
“Must have.” Sam moved his shoulder casually, but his hand continued its hard, steady rhythm. “It’s a blur. Bright lights, bright colors, faces, bodies. I did another line in the car. Maybe two before I drove to our house. I’d been drinking, too. I had all this energy and anger and all I could think of was Julie. We’d settle this, goddamn it. Once and for all.”
He sat back, closed his eyes. His hand stilled, then began to claw at his knee. “I remember the way the trees stood out against the sky, like a painting. And the headlights of other cars were like suns, burning against my eyes. I could hear the sound of my heartbeat in my head. Then it goes two ways.”
He opened his eyes, blue and intense, and stared into Noah’s. “The gate’s locked. I know he’s in there with her. The son of a bitch. When she comes on the intercom I tell her to open the gate, I need to talk to her. I’m careful, really careful, to keep my tone calm. I know she won’t let me in if she knows I’ve been using. She won’t let me in if she knows I’m primed. She tells me it’s late, but I persist, I persuade. She gives in. I drive back to the house. The moonlight’s so bright it hurts my eyes. And she’s standing in the door, the light behind her. She’s wearing the white silk nightgown I’d bought her for our last anniversary. Her hair’s down around her shoulders, her feet are bare. She’s so beautiful. And cold, her face is cold, like something carved out of marble. She tells me to make it quick, she’s tired, and walks into the parlor.
“There’s a glass of wine on the table, and the magazines. The scissors. They’re silver and long-bladed sitting on the glass top. She picks up her wine. She knows I’m high now, so she’s angry. ‘Why are you doing this to yourself?’ she asks me. ‘Why are you doing this to me, to Livvy?’ ”
Sam lifted a hand to his lips, rubbed them, back and forth, back and forth. “I tell her it’s her fault, hers because she let Manning put his hands on her, because she put her career ahead of our marriage. It’s an old argument, old ground, but this time it takes a different turn. She says she’s through with me, there’s no chance for us, and she wants me out of her life. I make her sick, I disgust her.”
Still the actor, he punched the words, used pauses and passion. “She doesn’t raise her voice, but I can see the words coming out of her mouth. I see them as dark red smoke, and they choke me. She tells me she’s never been happier since she kicked me out and has no intention of weighing herself down with a has-been with a drug problem. Manning isn’t just a better actor, he’s a better lover. And I was right all along, she’s tired of denying it. He gives her everything I can’t.”
Noah watched Sam’s eyes go glassy and narrowed his own.
“She turned away from me as if I was nothing,” Sam muttered, then lifted his voice to a half shout. “As if everything we’d had together was nothing. The red smoke from her words is covering my face, it’s burning in my throat. The scissors with the long silver blades are in my hands. I want to stab them through her, deep inside her. She screams, the glass flies out of her hand, shatters. Blood pours out of her back. Like I’d pulled a cork out of a bottle of perfect red wine. She stumbles, there’s a crash. I can’t see through the smoke, just keep hacking with the scissors. The blood’s hot on my hands, on my face. We’re on the floor, she’s crawling, the scissors are like part of my hand. I can’t stop them. I can’t stop.”
His eyelids shuttered closed now, and the hands on his knees were bone-white fists. “I see Livvy in the doorway, staring at me with her mother’s eyes.”
His hand shook as he picked up his coffee. He sipped, long and deep like a man gulping for liquid after wandering the desert. “That’s one way I remember it. Can I have something cold now? Some water?”
“All right.” Noah switched off the recorder, rose, went inside to the kitchen. Then he laid his palms on the counter. Icy sweat shivered over his skin. The images of the murder were bad enough. He’d read the transcripts, studied the reports. He’d known what to expect. But it had been the perfect artistry of Sam’s narrative that knotted his stomach. That, and the thought of Olivia crawling out of her child’s bed and into a nightmare.
How many times had she relived it? he wondered.
He poured two glasses of mineral water over ice, braced himself to go back out and continue.
“You’re wondering if you can still be objective,” Sam said when Noah stepped out again. “You’re wondering how you can stand to sit here with me and breathe the same air.”
“No.” Noah passed him the water, sat. “That’s part of my job. I’m wondering how you live with yourself. What you see when you look in the mirror every morning.”
“They kept me on suicide watch for two years. They were right. But after a while, you learn to go from one day to the next. I loved Julie, and that love was the best part of my life. It still wasn’t enough to make me a man.”
“And twenty years in prison did?”
“Twenty years in prison made me sorry I’d destroyed everything I’d been given. Cancer made me decide to take what was left.”
“What’s left, Sam?”
“The truth, and facing it.” He took another sip of water. “I remember that night another way, too. It starts off the same, toking up, cruising, letting the drug feed the rage. But this time the gates are open when I get there. Boy, that pisses me off. What the hell is she thinking? We’re going to have a little talk about that. If Manning’s inside . . . I know damn well he’s in there. I can see him pumping himself into my wife. I think about killing him, with my bare hands, while she watches. The door of the house is wide open. Light’s spilling out. This really gets me. I walk in, looking for a fight. I start to go upstairs, sure I’ll catch them in bed, but I hear the music from the parlor. They must be fucking in there, with the music on, the door open and my daughter upstairs. Then I . . .”
He stopped, took a long drink, then set the glass aside. “There’s blood everywhere. I didn’t even recognize it for what it was at first. It’s too much to be real. There’s broken glass, smashed. The lamp we’d bought on our honeymoon is shattered on the floor. My head’s buzzed from coke and vodka, but I’m thinking Jesus, Jesus, there’s been a break-in. And I see her. Oh God, I see her on the floor.”
His voice broke, wavered, quavered, just as perfectly delivered as the stream of violence in his first version. “I’m kneeling beside her, saying her name, trying to pick her up. Blood, there’s blood all over her. I know she’s dead, but I tell her to wake up, she has to wake up. I pulled the scissors out of her back. If I took them out, they couldn’t hurt her. And there was Livvy, staring at me.”
He took a cigarette from the pack on the table and struck a match, and the flame shivered as if in a brisk wind. “The police didn’t buy that one.” He blew out smoke. “Neither did the jury. After a while, I stopped buying it, too.”
“I’m not here to buy anything, Sam.”
“No.” He nodded but it was a sly look, a con’s look. “But you’ll wonder, won’t you?”
 
“According to Manning, he and Julie never had an affair. Not for lack of trying on his part, he was up-front about that.” Noah stood with his father outside the youth center while a group of kids fought through a pickup game on the newly blacktopped basketball court. “He was in love with her—or infatuated, spent a lot of time with her—but she considered him a friend.”
“That’s the way he played it during the investigation.”
“Did you believe him?”
Frank sighed, shook his head as he watched one of his boys bobble a pass. “He was convincing. The housekeeper’s testimony backed him up. She swore no man had ever spent the night in that house but the man her mistress had been married to. She was fiercely loyal to Julie and could have been covering. But we never shook her on it. The only evidence to the contrary was Sam Tanner’s belief and the usual gossip. As far as the case went, it didn’t matter one way or the other. Tanner believed in the affair, so to him it was real and part of the motive.”
“Don’t you find it odd that Manning and Lydia Loring ended up as lovers even for only a few months?”
“That’s why they call it Holly-Weird, pal.”
“Just hypothetically, if you hadn’t had Tanner cold, where else would you have looked?”
“We had him cold, and we still looked. We interviewed Manning, Lydia, the housekeeper, the agent, the family. Particularly the Melbournes, as they both worked for Julie. Actually, we took a long look at Jamie Melbourne. She inherited a considerable sum upon her sister’s death. We went through Julie’s fan mail, culled out the loonies and took a look at them in case an obsessed fan had managed to get in through the security. The fact is, Tanner was there. His prints were all over the murder weapon. He had motive, means and opportunity. And his own daughter saw him.”
Frank shifted. “I had some trouble with the case during the first few days. It didn’t hold as solid as I wanted it to.”
“What do you mean, it didn’t hold?”
“Just that the way Tanner behaved, the way he mixed up two different nights—two different altercations with Julie in his head—or pretended to . . . It didn’t sit at first. Then he lawyered and went hard. I realized he’d been playing me. Don’t let him play you, Noah.”
“I’m not.” But he jammed his hands into his pockets, paced away, paced back. “Just hear me out. A few days ago he told me two versions of that night. The first jibes with your findings, almost a perfect match. He’s into the part when he’s describing it. He could’ve been replaying a murder scene in a brutal movie. Then he tells me the other way, the way he got there and found her. His hands shake, and he goes pale. His voice races up and down like a roller coaster.”
“Which did you believe?”
“Both.”
Frank nodded. “And he told you last the way that makes him innocent. Let that impression dig the deepest.”
Noah hissed out a breath. “Yeah, I thought of that.”
“Maybe he still wishes it was the second way. One thing I believed, Noah, is that after, he wished she hadn’t opened the door that night. And you can’t ever forget that one vital point,” Frank added. “He’s an actor and knows how to sell himself.”
“I’m not forgetting,” Noah murmured. But he was wondering.
 
He decided to swing by and see his mother. He planned on heading to Washington the following day. This time he’d fly up, then rent a car. He didn’t want to waste time on the road.
Celia was sitting on their little side deck, going through the mail and sipping a tall glass of herbal sun tea. She lifted her cheek for Noah to kiss, then wagged a form letter at him. “Have you seen this? They’re threatening to cut the funding for the preservation of the northern elephant seal.”
“Must’ve missed that one.”
“It’s disgraceful. Congress votes itself a raise, spends millions of taxpayer dollars on studies to study studies of studies, but they’ll sit back and let another of the species on our planet become extinct.”
“Go get ’em, Mom.”
  
She huffed, put the letter aside and opened another. “Your father’s at the youth center.”
“I know, I was just there. I thought I’d come by and see you before I headed to Washington tomorrow.”
“I’m glad you did. Why don’t you stay for dinner? I’ve got a new recipe for artichoke bottoms I want to try out.”
“Gee, that sounds . . . tempting, but I have to pack.”
“Liar,” she said with a laugh. “How long will you be gone?”
“Depends.”
“Is the book giving you trouble?”
“Some, nothing major.”
“What then?”
“I’ve got a little hang-up going.” He picked up her tea, sipped. Winced. She refused to add even a grain of sugar. “A personal-level hang-up. On Olivia MacBride.”
“Really?” Celia drew out the word, giving it several syllables, and grinned like a contented cat. “Isn’t that nice?”
“I don’t know how nice it is or why you’d be so pleased about it. You haven’t seen her since she was a kid.”
“I’ve read her letters to your father. She appears to me a smart, sensible young woman, which is a far cry from your usual choice, particularly that creature Caryn. She still hasn’t turned up, by the way.”
“Fine. Let her stay in whatever hole she dug for herself.”
“I suppose I have to agree. And to backtrack, I like hearing you say you’re interested in someone. You never tell me you’re interested in a woman. Just that you’re seeing one.”
“I’ve been interested in Liv for years.”
“Really? How? She was, what, twelve, when you last saw her.”
“Eighteen. I went up to see her six years ago, when she was in college.”
Surprised, Celia stopped opening mail. “You went to see her? You never mentioned it.”
“No, mostly because I wasn’t too happy with the way it worked out.” He blew out a breath. “Okay, condensed version. I wanted to write the book, even then. I went to see her to talk her into cooperating. Then I saw her, and . . . Man, it just blasted through me. I couldn’t think, with all the stuff going on inside me just looking at her, I didn’t think.”
“Noah.” Celia closed a hand over his. “I had no idea you’d ever felt that way, with anyone.”
“I’ve felt that way with her, and I ruined it. When she found out why I was there, it hurt her. She wouldn’t listen to apologies or explanations. She just closed the door.”
“Has she opened it again?”
“I think she’s pulled back a couple of the locks.”
“You weren’t honest with her before, and it ended badly. That should tell you something.”
“It does. But first I have to wear her down.” Because he felt better having just said it all out loud, he smiled. “She’s a hell of a lot tougher than she was at eighteen.”
“You’ll think more of her if she makes you work.” She patted his hand, then went back to the mail. “I know you, Noah. When you want something, you go after it. Maybe not all at once, but you keep at it until you have it.”
“Well, it feels like I’ve been going after Olivia MacBride most of my life. Meanwhile . . . Mom? What is it?” She’d gone deadly pale, had him leaping up fearing a heart attack.
“Noah. Oh God.” She gripped the hand he’d pressed to her face. “Look. Look.”
He pulled the paper out of her hand, ignoring it while he struggled to keep them both calm. “Take it easy. Just sit still. Catch your breath. I’ll call the doctor.”
“No, for God’s sake, look!” She took his wrist, yanked the paper he held back down.
He saw it then. The photocopy was fuzzy, poorly reproduced, but he recognized the work of the police photographer documenting the body of Julie MacBride at the scene of the murder.
He had a copy of the picture in his own files, and though he’d looked at it countless times, the stark black and white was freshly appalling.
  
No, not a photocopy, he realized. Computer-scanned, just as the bold letters beneath the picture were computer-generated.
IT CAN HAPPEN AGAIN.
IT CAN HAPPEN TO YOU.
Rage, cold and controlled, coated him as he looked into his mother’s horrified, baffled eyes. “He flicked the wrong switch this time,” Noah murmured.
He waited until his father came racing home. But no amount of arguing or pleading could make him wait until the police arrived.
The son of a bitch had played him all right and had nearly sucked him in. Now he’d threatened his family. Revenge, Noah supposed as he slammed out of his car and strode down Sunset. Revenge against the cop who’d helped lock him away. Go after the family. Lure the son in, dangle the story, take the money, then terrorize the wife.
Noah pushed through the front entrance of the apartment unit, flicked a glance at the elevator and chose the stairs. The mighty had fallen here, he thought. The paint was peeling, the treads grimy, and he caught the sweet whiff of pot still clinging to the air.
But he hadn’t fallen far enough.
The bastard liked women as his victims. Noah pounded a fist on the door of the second-floor apartment. Women and little girls. They’d just see how well he handled it when he had a man to deal with.
He pounded again and seriously considered kicking the door in. The cold edge of his rage had flashed to a burn.
“If you’re looking for the old man, he split.”
Noah glanced around, saw the woman—hell, the hooker, he corrected.
“Split where?”
“Hey, I don’t keep tabs on the neighbors, honey. You a cop?”
“No, I’ve got business with him, that’s all.”
  
“Look a little like a cop,” she decided after an expert up-and-down survey. “Parole officer?”
“What makes you think he needs one?”
“Shit, you think I can’t spot a con? He did some long time. What he do, kill somebody?”
“I just want to talk to him.”
“Well, he ain’t here.” She kept moving, giving Noah a unattractive whiff of cheap perfume and stale sex. “Packed up his little bag and moved out yesterday.”
 
Long after the Center had closed for the day, Olivia worked in her office. The paperwork had a nasty habit of building up on her during late spring and summer. She much preferred taking groups on the trail, giving lectures or heading a tour of the backcountry for a few days.
She caught herself staring at the phone, again, and muttered curses under her breath. It was humiliating, absolutely mortifying, to realize that part of the reason she was working late again was the hope that Noah would call.
Which he hadn’t done in two days, she reminded herself. Not that he was under any obligation to call her, of course. Not that she couldn’t, if she wanted to, call him. Which she wouldn’t do because, damn it, it would look as if she was hoping he’d call.
She was acting like a high school girl with a crush. At least she thought she was. She’d never been a high school girl with a crush. Apparently she’d had more sense at sixteen than she had now.
Now she daydreamed over the flowers he’d sent. She remembered the exact tone of his voice when he’d said her name. After he’d kissed her. The texture of his hands against her face. The little lurch of shock and pleasure in her own stomach.
The way he talked and talked, she thought now, poking and prodding at her until she gave up and laughed. He’d been the first man she’d ever been attracted to who could make her laugh.
He was certainly the only man she’d ever thought about after he was out of sight.
  
No, maybe she should say the second man, as the younger version of Noah had attracted her, charmed her, confused her. They were both just different enough now for this . . . whatever it was between them, to be somehow new. And very compelling.
Which, she supposed, said as much about her as it did about him.
She hadn’t wanted anything but surface involvements, and she hadn’t wanted many of those.
Why in the world was she sitting here analyzing her feelings when she didn’t want to have any feelings in the first place? She had enough to worry about without adding Noah Brady to the mix.
She glanced toward her little storage closet. She’d buried the music box under the packing, stuffed it in the closet. Why had he sent it? Was it a peace offering or a threat? She didn’t want the first and refused to be intimidated by the second.
But she hadn’t been able to throw it away.
When the phone rang, she jumped foolishly, then rolled her eyes in annoyance. It had to be Noah, she thought. Who else would call so late? She caught herself before she could snatch eagerly at the receiver, deliberately let it ring three full times while she took careful breaths.
When she picked it up, her voice was cool and brisk. “River’s End Naturalist Center.”
She heard the music, just the faint drift of it, and imagined Noah setting a scene for a romantic phone call. She started to laugh, to open her mouth to make some pithy comment, then found herself unable to speak at all.
She recognized it now, Tchaikovsky’s Sleeping Beauty.
The soaring, liquid, heartbreaking notes of it that took her back to a warm summer night and the metallic scent of blood.
Her hand tightened on the receiver while the panic-trip of her heart filled her head. “What do you want?” Her free hand pressed and rubbed between her breasts as if to shove back the rising pressure. “I know who you are. I know what you are.”
The monster was free.
  
“I’m not afraid of you.”
It was a lie. Terror, hot, greasy flows of it swam into her belly and slicked over her skin. She wanted to crawl under her desk, roll up into a ball. Hide. Just hide.
“Stay away from me.” Fear broke through, spiking her voice. “Just stay away!”
She slammed the receiver down and, with panic bubbling madly in her throat, ran.
The doorknob slipped out of her hand, making her whimper with frustration until she could cement her grip. The Center was dark, silent. She nearly cowered back, but the phone rang again. Her own screams shocked her, sent her skidding wildly across the floor. Her breath tore out of her lungs, sobbed through the silence. She had to get out. To run. To be safe.
And as she reached for the door, the knob turned sharply. The door opened wide, and in its center was the shadow of a man.
Her vision went gray and hazy. Dimly she heard someone call her name. Hands closed over her arms. She felt herself sway, then slide through them into the black.
“Hey, hey, hey. Come on. Come back.”
Her head reeled. She felt little pats on her face, the brush of lips over hers. It took her a moment to realize she was on the floor, being rocked like a baby in Noah’s lap.
“Stop slapping me, you moron.” She lay still, weak from embarrassment and the dregs of panic.
“Oh yeah, that’s better. Good.” He covered her mouth with his, poured an ocean of relief into the kiss. “That’s the first time I ever had a woman faint at my feet. Can’t say I like it one damn bit.”
“I didn’t faint.”
“You did a mighty fine imitation, then.” She’d only been out for seconds, he realized, though it had seemed to take a lifetime for her to melt in his grip. “I’m sorry I scared you, coming in that way. I saw your office light.”
“Let me up.”
“Let’s just sit here a minute. I don’t think my legs are ready to try standing yet.” He rested his cheek on hers. “So, how’ve you been otherwise?”
She wanted to laugh, and to weep. “Oh, just fine thanks. You?”
He shifted her so he could grin into her face. Then just the look of her, clear amber eyes, pale skin, had something moving inside him. “I really missed you.” His hand roamed through her hair now, stroking. “It’s so weird. Do you know how much time we’ve actually spent together?”
“No.”
“Not enough,” he murmured, and lowered his mouth to hers again. This time her lips were soft and welcomed him. Her arms lifted and enfolded him. He felt himself sink, then settle so that even the wonder of it seemed as natural as breathing.
She had no defenses now. He drew her in, soft, slow, sure until there was nothing but that stirring mating of lips.
“Liv.” He traced kisses along her jaw, up to her temple. “Let me close the door.”
“Hmm?”
Her sleepy answer had sparks of heat simmering inside the warmth. “The door.” His hand brushed over her breast, his fingers spreading as she arched toward him. “I don’t want to make love with you in an open doorway.”
She made another humming sound, scraping her teeth over his bottom lip as she slapped at the door in an attempt to close it herself.
Then the phone rang, and she was clawing to get free.
“It’s just the phone. Christ.” To defend himself, he clamped his arms over hers.
“It’s him. Let me go! It’s him.”
He didn’t ask whom she meant. She only used that tone when she spoke of her father. “How do you know?”
Her eyes wheeled white with panic. “He called before—just before.”
“What did he say to you?”
“Nothing.” Overwhelmed, she curled up, clamped her hands over her ears. “Nothing, nothing.”
“It’s okay, it’s all right. Stay right here.” He nudged her aside and with blood in his eye strode into the office. Even as he reached for the receiver, the ringing stopped.
“It was him.” She’d managed to get up, managed to walk to the door. But she was shaking. “He didn’t say anything. He just played the music. The music my mother had on the stereo the night he killed her. He wants me to know he hasn’t forgotten.”
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He’d managed to book a room, but had been warned it was only available for one night. For the remainder of the month, the lodge was fully booked. There were a couple of campsites still available, but he couldn’t work up any enthusiasm in that area.
Still, he was going to have to snag one, and buy himself some camping equipment if he meant to stay.
And he meant to stay.
His original plan had been to rent a snazzy suite in some hotel within reasonable driving distance where he could work in comfort and seduce Olivia in style. After what he’d learned the night before, he wasn’t willing to stay that far away.
He intended to keep an eye on her. The only way to accomplish that was to stay put and to be more stubborn than she was.
There’d been a test of that the night before as well. She’d told him about the phone call, the music box, and her fear had been alive in the room with them. But the moment she’d gotten it out, she’d toughened up again, stepped back from him.
He thought part of it had been an incredibly misplaced sense of embarrassment at showing a weakness. But on another level, he decided this was the way she’d shored up any holes in her defenses for years. She set it aside, closed it off and refused to talk about it.
She’d fired up when he’d said he was taking her home. She knew the way, he’d get lost on the way back, she didn’t need a bodyguard. And wouldn’t be taken anywhere by anyone.
Noah stepped out on his tiny first-floor patio and scanned the deep green of the summer forest.
He’d never actually dragged a woman to his car before, he thought now. Never seriously wrestled with one in a personal match that didn’t have the end goal of sex on the minds of both participants. And he’d never come quite so close to losing to a girl.
He rubbed his bruised ribs absently.
He wondered if he should be ashamed of having enjoyed it quite so much, then decided against it. He’d gotten her home safely, had managed to block her last punch long enough to punctuate his victory with a very satisfying kiss.
Until she’d bitten him.
God, he was crazy about her.
And concerned enough to make him determined to deal with Sam Tanner. To keep Olivia safe and to give her some peace of mind.
He went back inside and called his father. “How’s Mom?”
“She’s fine. I drove her in to work today and browbeat a promise out of her that she wouldn’t go anywhere alone. I’ll be driving her to and from until . . . until.”
“No word on Tanner?”
“No. He withdrew two thousand in cash from his bank account. He rented his room by the week and had paid up. We’re—the police are interested in questioning him about the picture, but there’s not a lot they can do. I tugged some strings and had a couple of my buddies check the airports and train stations for reservations in his name. Nothing.”
“He needs to be found. Hire a detective. The best you know. I can afford it.”
“Noah—”
“This is my party, I foot the bill. I’ll arrange for you to leave messages for me here at the lodge. I’m going to be doing the tent thing for a while and I might not have my cell phone on me, so I won’t always be reachable. I’ll be checking in as often as I can.”
“Noah, if he’s decided it’s payback, you’re a target. He’s dying, he’s got nothing to lose.”
“I grew up with a cop. I know how to handle myself. Take care of Mom.”
Frank waited a beat. “I know how to take care of what’s mine. Watch yourself, Noah.”
“Same goes.” He hung up, then paced the little room while he tried to juggle an idea out of his mind. When it came, it was so simple, so perfect, he grinned. “I know how to take care of what’s mine, too,” he murmured. And hoping she’d cooled off, he went to find Olivia.
 
She hadn’t cooled off. In fact, she was nursing her temper as a devoted mother would a fretful baby. She’d take spit-in-his-eye temper over the sick, shaky panic she felt every time her office phone rang.
So she nurtured it, she used it, she all but wallowed in it.
When Noah walked into her office, she got to her feet, slowly, her eyes cold, steady. Like a gunfighter, she shot fast and from the hip.
“Get your sorry ass out of my office. And off MacBride property. If you’re not checked out and gone inside of ten minutes, I’m calling the cops and having you charged with assault.”
“You’ll never make it stick,” he said with a cheer he knew would infuriate her. “I’m the one with the bruises. Don’t swear,” he added quickly and shut the door at his back. “There’re young, impressionable children out there. Now, I’ve got a deal for you.”
“A deal for me?” She bared her teeth in a snarl, then jerked back when the phone rang.
Before she could move, Noah snatched it off the hook himself. “River’s End Naturalist Center. Ms. MacBride’s office. This is Raoul, her personal assistant. I’m sorry, she’s in a meeting. Would you like—”
“Idiot.” She hissed at him and wrestled the phone out of his hand. “This is Olivia MacBride.”
Noah shrugged, then wandered around the room as she dealt with business. When she ended the conversation, then said nothing, he checked the soil of a nicely blooming African violet. “I’ve been thinking about taking a few days to get away from technology,” he decided. “To test myself. Man against nature, you know.” He looked back.
She was still standing, but she had her hands linked together now. The fire had gone out of her eyes, leaving them carefully blank.
“I’d think less of you if you weren’t afraid, because then I’d think you were stupid.” He said it quietly, with just the slightest edge of annoyance. How could he see so much, she wondered, without even seeming to look?
“I’m not a damsel in distress. I can take care of myself.”
“Good, because I’m hoping you’ll be looking after me the next few days. I want to do some hiking and camping in the backcountry.”
Her laugh came fast and was none too flattering. “The hell you do.”
“Three days. You and me.” He held up a finger before she could laugh again. “We get away for a while. You do what you do best. And so do I. You’d agreed to interviews, so we’ll talk. This place is something you love, and I want you to show it to me. I want to see what you see when you look at it.”
“For the book.”
“No, for me. I want to be alone with you.”
She could feel her resolve, and her temper, melting. “I’ve rethought that situation, and I’m not interested.”
“Yes, you are.” Unoffended, he took her hand, skimming his thumb over her knuckles. “You’re just mad at me because I outmuscled you last night. Actually, it wasn’t—” He broke off as he glanced down at her hand and saw the faint trail of bruises just above her wrist. “I guess I’m not the only one with bruises.” He lifted her wrist, kissed it. “Sorry.”
“Cut it out.” She slapped his hand away. “All right, I’m mad because you saw me at my worst, my weakest, and I let you see it. I’m mad because you wouldn’t leave me alone, and I’m mad because I like being with you even when you irritate me.”
“You can count on staying mad for a while, then. I’m not going anywhere until we figure everything out. Let’s go play in the forest, Livvy.”
“I have work.”
“I’m a paying client. And as part of the deal, you can give me a list of what I need and I’ll buy what’s available at the lodge. Between the guide fee and the equipment, you’re going to take in a couple of grand easy. Delegate, Liv. You know you can.”
“You also need backcountry permits.”
“What’ll they think of next?”
“Twenty-four hours, you’ll be crying for your laptop.”
“Bet?”
“Hundred bucks.”
“Deal.” He gave her hand a squeeze.
 
He hadn’t expected her to send over a list that included wardrobe, detailing down to how many pairs of socks and underwear she recommended he take for the trip. It was like being twelve again and getting a to-do list from his mother.
He bought the gear, including a new backpack, as she’d pointed out on her list that his was too small and had a number of holes in it. And though they were going to weigh him down, he bought two bottles of wine and nested them inside spare socks.
Camping was one thing. Going primitive was another.
By the time he was done, he figured he’d be carrying thirty-five pounds on his back. And imagined after five miles or so it would weigh like a hundred.
With some regret he locked his cell phone and laptop in the trunk of the rental car. “I’ll be back, boys,” he murmured.
“Looks like I’m going to win that hundred bucks before we leave.”
“That wasn’t whining. It was a fond farewell.”
He turned and studied her. She wore jeans, roomy and faded, a River’s End T-shirt and a light jacket tied around her waist. Sturdy boots, he noted, with a number of impressive nicks and scars on the leather. She carried her pack as though it were weightless.
The smirk suited her. “You sure you’re up for this?”
“I’m raring.”
She adjusted the cap that shaded her eyes, then jerked her thumb. “Let’s get started.”
  
He found the forest more appealing if no less primitive without the rain they’d hiked through the last time. Little slivers of sunlight fought their way through gaps in the overstory, shimmering unexpectedly on the now-lush green leaves of the maples and the fragile blades of ferns.
The air cooled. Ripened.
He remembered and recognized much of the life around him now. The varied patterns of bark on the giant trees, the shape of leaves of the shrub layer. The vast, nubby carpets of moss didn’t seem quite so foreign, nor did the knobs and scallops of lichen.
He gave her silence as his muscles warmed to the pace and tuned his ears to the rustles and calls that brought music to the forest.
She waited for him to speak, to ask questions or fall into one of those casual monologues he was so skilled at. But he said nothing, and the vague tension she’d strapped on with her pack slid away.
They crossed a narrow stream that bubbled placidly, skirted a leafy bed of ferns, then began to climb the long, switchbacking trail that would take them into backcountry.
Vine maple grew thick, an elastic tangle of inconvenience along the trail. Olivia avoided it when she could, worked through it when she couldn’t and once grabbed at it quickly before it would swing back and thwack Noah in the face.
“Thanks.”
“I thought you’d lost your voice.”
“You wanted quiet.” He reached over to rub his hand over the back of her neck. “Had enough?”
“I just tune you out when you talk too much.”
Noah chuckled then went on.
“I really like being with you, Liv.” He took her hand, sliding his fingers through hers. “I always did.”
“You’ll throw off your pace.”
“What’s the hurry?” He brought her hand to his lips in an absent gesture. “I thought you’d bring Shirley.”
  
“She sticks with Grandpop most days, and dogs aren’t allowed in the backcountry. Here, look.” She stopped abruptly and crouched, tapping a finger beside faint imprints on the trail.
“Are those—”
“Bear tracks,” she said. “Pretty fresh, too.”
“How do you know that? They always say that in the movies. The tracks are fresh,” he said in a grunting voice. “He passed through here no more than an hour ago wearing a black hat, eating a banana and whistling ‘Sweet Rosie from Pike.’ ”
He made her laugh. “All the bears I know whistle show tunes.”
“You made a joke, Liv.” He ducked his head and gave her a loud kiss. “Congratulations.”
She scowled at him and rose. “No kissing on the trail.”
“I didn’t read that in my camper’s guide.” He got to his feet and started after her. “How about eating? Is there eating on the trail?”
She’d anticipated his stomach. Digging into her pocket, she pulled out a bag of trail mix, passed it to him.
“Yum-yum, bark and twigs, my favorite.” But he opened the bag and offered her a share.
He would have taken her hand again, but the trail narrowed and she bumped him back. Still, he thought she’d smiled more in the last ten minutes than she usually did in a full day. Some time alone together in the world she loved best was working for both of them.
“You have a great butt, Liv.”
This time she didn’t bother to hold on to the vine maple and smiled again when she heard the slap and his muffled curse. Olivia took a swig from her canteen as they climbed. The light sweat she’d worked up felt good; it felt healthy. Her muscles were limber, her mind clear. And, she admitted, she was enjoying the company.
She’d chosen this trail, one that skirted up the canyon, because other hikers rarely chose to negotiate it. Long switchbacks leading to steep terrain discouraged many. But she considered it one of the most beautiful and appreciated the solitude.
They moved through the lush forest, thick with green, climbing up and down ridges, along a bluff that afforded views of the river that ran silver and smooth. Wildlife was plentiful here where the majestic elk wandered and raccoon waddled to wash.
“I have dreams about this.” Noah spoke half to himself as he stopped, just to look.
“About hiking?”
“No, about being here.” He tried to catch hold of them, the fragments and slippery pieces of subconscious. “Green and thick, with the sound of water running by. And . . . I’m looking for you.” His gaze snapped to hers, held with that sudden intensity that always rocked her. “Olivia. I’ve been looking for you for a long time.”
When he stepped forward, she felt her heart flutter wildly. “We have a long way to go.”
“I don’t think so.” Gently, he laid his hands on her shoulders, slid them down to cuff her wrists. “Come here a minute.”
“I don’t—”
“Want kissing on the trail,” he finished. “Too bad.” He dipped his head, brushed his lips over hers once. Then again. “You’re shaking.”
“I am not.” Her bones had gone too soft to tremble.
“Maybe it’s me. Either way, it looks like this time I finally found you.”
She was afraid he was right.
She drew away and, too unsteady to speak, continued up the trail.
The first wet crossing was over a wide stream where the water ran clear and fast. A log bridge spanned it, and dotting the banks were clumps of wild foxglove with deep pink bells and a scatter of columbine with its bicolored trumpets. The scenery took a dramatic turn, from the deep, dank green of the river basin to the stunning old-growth forest where light speared down in shafts and pools.
And the ancient trees grew straight as soldiers, tall as giants, their tops whispering sealike in the wind that couldn’t reach the forest floor.
Through their branches he could see the dark wings of an eagle picked out against the vivid blue of the summer sky.
Here among the ferns and mosses were bits and splashes of white, the frilly tips of fringecups, the bloodred veins of wood sorrel against its snowy petals, the tiny cups of tiarella.
Fairy flowers, Noah thought, hiding in the shade or dancing near the fitful stream.
Saying nothing, he dragged off his pack.
“I take that to mean you want a break.”
“I just want to be here for a while. It’s a great spot.”
“Then you don’t want a sandwich.”
His brows went up. “Who says?”
Even as she reached up to release her pack, he was behind her, lifting it off. She figured it was fifty percent courtesy, fifty percent greed for the food she had packed inside. Since she could appreciate both, she unzipped the compartment that held sandwiches and vegetable sticks.
He was right about the spot. It was a great one in which to sit and relax, to let the body rest and recharge. Water in the thin stream chugged over rocks and sparkled in the narrow beams of sunlight filtering through the canopy. The scent of pine sharpened the air. Ferns fanned over the bank, lushly green. A duet of wood thrush darted by with barely a sound, and deeper in the woods came the cackling call of a raven.
“How often do you get out here?” Noah asked her when only crumbs remained.
“I take groups out four or five times a year anyway.”
“I didn’t mean a working deal. How often do you get out here like this, to sit and do nothing for a while?”
“Not in a while.” She breathed deep, leaning back on her elbows and closing her eyes. “Not in too long a while.”
She looked relaxed, he noted. As if at last her thoughts were quiet. He had only to shift to lay his hand over hers, to lay his lips over hers.
Gently, so sweetly her heart sighed even as she opened her eyes to study him. “You’re starting to worry me a little, Noah. Tell me, what are you after?”
“I think I’ve been pretty up-front about that. And I wonder why it surprises both of us that through all this, maybe right from the beginning of all this, I’ve had feelings for you. I want some time to figure out what those feelings are. Most of all, Liv, right now, I want you.”
“How healthy is it, Noah, that this connection you believe in has its roots in murder? Don’t you ever ask yourself that?”
“No. But I guess you do.”
“I didn’t before six years ago. But yes, I do now. It’s an intricate part of my life and who I am. An intimate part of it. Monster and victim, they’re both inside of me.” She drew her knees up, wrapped her arms around them. It disturbed her to realize she’d never spoken like that to anyone before, not even family. “You need to think about that before any of this goes . . . anywhere.”
“Liv.” He waited until she turned her head toward him, then his hands caught her face firmly, his mouth crushed down hard and hot and heady on hers. “You need to think about that,” he told her. “Because this is already going everywhere, and for me at least, it’s going there pretty damn fast.”
More disturbed than she wanted to admit, she got to her feet. “Sex is easy, it’s just a basic human function.”
He kept his eyes on hers as he rose, the deep green diving in and absorbing her. “I’m going to enjoy, really enjoy proving you wrong.” Then in an abrupt change of mood she couldn’t keep up with, he hauled up his pack, and shot her a blatantly arrogant grin. “When I’m inside you, Olivia, the one thing I promise you won’t feel is easy.”
She decided it was wiser not to discuss it. He couldn’t understand her, the limitations of her emotions, the boundaries she’d had to erect for self-preservation. And he, she admitted as they headed up the trail again, was the first man who had made her feel even a twinge of regret for the necessity.
She liked being with him. That alone was worrying. He made her forget he’d once broken her heart, made her forget she didn’t want to risk it again. Other men she’d dealt with had bored or irritated her within weeks. Olivia had never considered that a problem, but more a benefit. If she didn’t care enough to get involved, there was no danger of losing her way, losing her head or her heart.
And ending up a victim.
The sunlight grew stronger as they climbed, the light richer. White beams of it shot down in streams and bands and teased the first real spots of color out of the ground.
There were the deep scarlet bells of wild penstemon, the crisp yellow of paintbrush. New vistas flashed as they hiked along a ridge with the long, long vees of valleys below, the sharp rise of forested hills rising around them.
At the next wet crossing, the river was fast and rocky with a thundering waterfall tumbling down the face of the cliff.
“There. Over there.” Olivia gestured, then dug for her binoculars. “He’s fishing.”
“Who?” Noah narrowed his eyes and followed the direction of her hand. He saw a dark shape hunched on an island of rock in the churning river. “Is that—Christ! It’s a bear.” He snatched the binoculars Olivia offered and stared through them.
The bear slammed into his field of vision, nearly made him jolt. He leaned forward on the rustic bridge and studied the bear as the bear studied the water. In a lightning move, one huge black paw swept into the stream, spewing up drops. And came out again locked around a wriggling fish that flashed silver in the sun.
“Got one! Man, did you see that? Snagged it out of the water, first try.”
She hadn’t seen. She’d been watching Noah—the surprise and excitement on his face, the utter fascination in it.
Noah shook his head as the bear devoured his snack. “Great fishing skills, lousy table manners.” He lowered the binoculars, started to hand them back and caught Olivia staring at him.
“Something wrong?”
“No.” Maybe everything, she thought, is either very wrong or very right. “Nothing. We’d better go if we want to make camp before we lose the light.”
  
“Got a specific place in mind?”
“Yes. You’ll like it. We’ll follow the river now. About another hour.”
“Another hour.” He shifted his pack on his shoulders. “Are we heading to Canada?”
“You wanted backcountry,” she reminded him. “You get backcountry.”
She was right about one thing, Noah decided when they reached the site. He liked it. They were tucked among the giant trees with the river spilling over tumbled rocks. The light was gilded, the wind a whisk of air that smelled of pine and water.
“I’m going upstream to catch dinner.” As she spoke she took a retractable rod out of her pack.
“Very cool.”
“If I get lucky, we eat like bears tonight. If I don’t, we have some dehydrated food packs.”
“Get lucky, Liv.”
“Can you set up the tent while I’m fishing?”
“Sure, you go hunt up food, I’ll make the nest. I have no problem with role reversal whatsoever.”
“Ha. If you want to wander, just stay in sight of the river, check your compass. If you get lost—”
“I won’t. I’m not a moron.”
“If you get lost,” she repeated. “Sit down and wait for me to find you.” He looked so insulted, she patted his cheek. “You’ve done just fine so far, city boy.”
He watched her go and promised himself he would do a whole lot better.






twenty-six
The tent didn’t come with instructions, which Noah thought was a definite flaw in the system. By his calculation, setting up camp took him about triple the amount of time and energy it would have taken Olivia. But he decided he’d keep that little bit of information to himself.
She’d been gone more than an hour by the time he was reasonably sure the tent would stay in an upright position. Assuming she wasn’t having the same luck the bear had had with fishing, he explored their other menu choices. Dry packs of fruit, dehydrated soup and powdered eggs assured him that while they might not eat like kings, they wouldn’t starve.
With nothing left on his chore list and no desire to explore after a full day of hiking, he settled down to write in longhand.
It was Olivia he concentrated on, what she had done with her life, the goals she’d focused on, what, in his mind, she’d accomplished and the ways he calculated she’d limited herself. The roots of her childhood had caused her to grow in certain directions, even while stunting her in others.
Would she have been more open, more sociably inclined if her mother had lived? Would she have been less driven to stand on her own if she’d grown up the pampered, indulged child of a Hollywood star?
How many men would have walked in and out of her life? Did she ever wonder? Would all that energy and intelligence have been channeled into the entertainment field, or would she still have gone back to her mother’s roots and chosen the isolation?
Considering it, considering her, he let his notebook rest on his knee and just looked. The stream gurgled by. The trees towered, their topmost branches spearing through sky and dancing to the wind. The stillness was broken by the music of the water, the call of birds that nested and fed in the forest around him. He saw a lone elk, its rack crown-regal, slip out of the trees and pause to drink downstream.
He wished he had the skill to draw, but contented himself with etching the memory on his mind as the elk strode without hurry into the deepening shadows of the great firs.
She would have come back, Noah decided. Perhaps her life wouldn’t have been centered here, but she would have been pulled back to this, time and again. As her mother had been.
Sense memory, he thought, or the roots that dig themselves into the heart before we’re old enough to know it. She would have needed this place, the smells and the sounds of it. She needed it now, not only for her work and her peace of mind. It was here she could find her mother.
The cry of an eagle had him looking up, watching the flight. She spread her wings here, too, Noah decided. But did she realize that for every time she soared, she offset it by running back to the closet and closing herself into the dark?
He wrote down his thoughts, his impressions, listened to the life ebb and swell around him. When his mind drifted, he stretched out on the bank and slipped into dreams.
 
She had three fine trout. She’d caught the first two within an hour, but knowing his appetite, she’d taken the time to wait for the third to take the hook. She’d found a nice bramble of huckleberries. Her hat was full of them, and their sweet taste sat nicely on her tongue as she wandered back to camp.
The time alone had quieted her mind, and soothed away the edge of nerves being too close and too long in Noah’s company seemed to produce. Her problem, she reminded herself. She just wasn’t used to being with a man on the level Noah Brady insisted on. She was no more ready for him now than she’d been at eighteen.
Sexually it should have been simple enough. But he kept tangling intimacy and friendship so casually she found herself responding in kind before she’d thought it through.
Thinking it through was vital.
She liked him well enough, she thought now. He was a likable man. So much so she tended to forget how close he could get, how much he could see. Until his eyes went dark and quiet and simply stripped her down to her deepest secrets.
She didn’t want a man who could see inside her that way. She preferred the type that skimmed the surface, accepted it and moved on.
If admitting that caused an ache around her heart, she’d live with it. Better an ache than pain.
Better alone than consumed.
She thought they’d deal with each other well enough now. This was her turf, after all, and she had the home advantage. She’d made the decision to talk to him about her childhood, what she remembered, what she’d experienced. It wouldn’t be without difficulty, but she’d made the choice.
A choice, she understood, she couldn’t have made when he’d come to her at college. She’d been too soft yet, too unsteady. He might have talked her into it, because she’d been so in love with him, but it would have been a disaster for her.
In some part of her heart she’d always wanted to say it all, to get it out and remember her mother in some tangible way. Now she was ready for it. This was her opportunity, and she was grateful she could speak of it to someone she respected.
To someone, she realized, who understood well enough to make it all matter.
She saw him sleeping by the stream and smiled. She’d pushed him hard, she thought, and he’d held together. A glance around camp showed her he’d done well enough there, too. She secured her line and placed the fish into the running water to keep them fresh, then settled down beside him to watch the water.
He sensed her, and she became part of the dream where he walked through the forest in the soft green light. He shifted toward her, reached out to touch. Reached out to take.
She pulled away, an automatic denial. But the half-formed protest she’d begun to make slipped back down her throat as his eyes opened, green and intense. Her breath caught at what she saw in them, in the way they stayed locked on hers as he sat up and took her face in his hands. Held it as if he had the right. As if he’d always had the right.
“Look, I don’t—”
He only shook his head to stop the words, and his eyes never left hers as he drew her closer, as his mouth covered hers. And the taste was ripe and hot and ready.
She trembled, maybe in protest, maybe in fear. He wouldn’t accept either. This time she would take what he had to give her, what he’d just come to realize he’d held inside for years to give her, only.
His hands moved from her face, through her hair, over her shoulders as the kiss roughened, and he pushed her back on the ground and covered her.
Panic scrambled inside her to race with desire that had sprung up fast and feral. She pushed at his shoulders as if to hold him off even as she arched up to grind need against need.
“I can’t give you what you want. I don’t have it in me.”
How could she not see what he saw? Not feel what he felt? He took his mouth on a journey of her face while she quivered under him. “Then take what you want.” His lips brushed hers, teasing, testing. “Let me touch you.” He skimmed his hand up her ribs, felt the ripple of reaction as his fingers closed lightly over her breast. “Let me have you. Here, in the sunlight.”
He lowered his mouth to within a whisper of hers, then shifted it to her jaw and heard her moan. The taste of her there, just there along that soft, vulnerable spot where her pulse beat thick and fast, flooded into him.
He said her name, only her name, and she was lost.
Her fingers dug into his shoulders, then dragged through his hair to fist hard, to bring his mouth back to hers so she could pull him under with her.
A savage rush of delight, a raw edge of desire. She felt them both as his mouth warred with hers, knew the reckless greed as he yanked her shirt up, tore it away and filled his hands with her.
Strong and possessive, flesh molding flesh with the rocky ground under her back and the primitive beat of blood in her veins. For the first time when a man’s body pressed down on hers, she yielded. To him, to herself. As something inside her went silky, her mind went blissfully blank, then filled with him.
He felt the change, not just in the giving of her body, the deepening of her breath. Surrender came sweet and unexpected.
She was still the woman he’d fallen headlong in love with.
His hands slowed, gentled, soothing trembles, inciting more. With a kind of lazy deliberation that sent her head reeling, he began a long, savoring journey.
Pleasure shimmered over her skin, warmed it, sensitized it. She rose fluidly when he lifted her, cradled her. With a murmur of approval, she stripped his shirt away and reveled in the slick slide of flesh against flesh, of the surprising bunch of muscles under her hands, the comforting beat of his heart against hers.
“More.” In that dreamy altered state, she heard her own breathless demand and arched back to offer. “Take more.”
She was willow slim and water soft. The lovely line of her throat drew his lips over and down. The curve of her breast a fascination, the taste of it fresh and his. Her breath hitched and released as he closed his mouth over her.
Need leaped in his belly.
There was more. More to taste, more to take. As her skin and muscles quivered, his mouth grew more urgent. Every demand was answered, a moan, a movement, a murmur.
He unhooked her jeans and when he skimmed his tongue under denim, her shocked jerk of response had dark and dangerous images swirling in his mind. He dragged them over her hips, and even as she reared up, took what he wanted.
It was a hot, smothering swell of sensation, air too thick to breathe, blood roaring to a scream in her ears. With mouth and teeth and tongue he drove her toward a peak she wasn’t prepared to face. She choked out his name, fighting against a panicked excitement that threatened to swallow her whole.
Then her hands were gripped in his, held fast. Heat pumped through her, dewing her skin, scorching through her system until pain and pleasure fused into one vicious fist. The pressure of it had her strangling for air, straining for freedom even as her hips arched.
Then everything inside her broke apart, shattered into pieces that left her limp and defenseless.
Her cry of release shuddered through him. Her hands went lax in his. Everything he wanted whittled down to her, this place, this moment. So he watched her face as he drove her up again. Again.
Her eyes flew open, wide with shock, blind with pleasure. Her lips trembled as her breath tore through them. Sunlight scattered over her skin as she poured into his hand.
Blood screaming, muscles quivering, he held himself over her. “Olivia.” Her name was raw in his throat and full of need. “Look at me when I take you.” His eyes were as green and deep as the shadows behind them. “Look at me when we take each other. Because it matters.”
He drove himself deep, buried himself inside her. Even as his vision dimmed at the edges he held on. The woman, the moment, and his certainty of each. Clinging to that clarity for another instant, he lowered his brow to hers. “It’s you,” he managed. “It’s always been you.”
Then his mouth took hers in a kiss as fierce as the sudden plunging of his body.
 
She couldn’t move. Not only because he pinned her to the ground with the good, solid weight of a satisfied man, but because her own body was weak and her system still rocking from the sensory onslaught.
And because her mind, no matter how she fought to clear it, remained dazzled and dim.
She told herself it was just sex. It was important to believe it. But it had been beyond anything she’d ever experienced, and beneath the drugged pleasure was a growing unease.
She’d always considered sex a handy release valve, a necessary human function that was often an enjoyable exercise. Orgasms ranged from a surprising burst of pleasure to a slight ping of sensation, and she’d always considered herself responsible either way.
With Noah she didn’t feel she’d had a chance to be responsible. He’d simply swept her up and along. She’d lost control, not only of her body but also of her will. And because of it she’d given him a part of herself she hadn’t known existed. A part she hadn’t wanted to exist.
She needed to get it back and lock it away again.
But when she started to shift, to push him aside, he simply tucked her up, rolled over and trapped her in a sprawl over him.
She wanted to lay her head over his heart, close her eyes and stay just as they were forever.
It scared her to death.
“It’ll be dark soon. I have to get the cook camp set up, a fire started.”
He stroked a hand over her hair, enjoying the way it flowed to a stop at the nape of her neck. “There’s time.”
She pushed off, he pulled her back. It infuriated her that she was continually underestimating his strength—and his stubbornness. “Look, pal, unless you want to go cold and hungry, we need wood.”
“I’ll get it in a minute.” To make sure she stayed where he wanted her to, he reversed positions again, studied her face.
“You want to pull away, Liv. I won’t let you. Not again.” He tried to disguise his hurt. “You want to pretend that this was just a nice, hot bout of sex in the woods, no connection to what we started before, years ago.” He fisted a hand in her hair. “But you can’t. Can you?”
“Let me up, Noah.”
“And you’re telling yourself it won’t happen that way again,” Noah said angrily. “That you won’t feel what you felt with me again. But you’re wrong.”
“Don’t tell me what I think, what I feel.”
“I’m telling you what I see. It’s right there, in your eyes. You have a hard time lying with them. So look at me.” He lifted her hips and slipped inside her again. “Look at me and tell me what you think now. What you feel.”
“I don’t—” He thrust hard and deep, hammering the orgasm through her. “Oh, God.” She sobbed it out, arms and legs wrapping around him.
Driven as much by triumph as frustration he took her in a wild fury until he emptied.
When she was still shuddering, he rolled aside and, saying nothing, rose, dressed, then went to gather firewood.
She wondered why she’d ever believed she could handle him or herself around him. No one else had ever managed to befuddle her quite so much or so often.
He’d convinced her to be with him alone when she knew it was best if she conducted business with him in more traditional surroundings. He made her laugh when she didn’t want to find him amusing. He made her think about things, about pain she’d so carefully tucked away.
Now he’d lured her into sex on the bank of a stream in daylight, along a route that, while not well traveled, was public land. If it had gone according to her own plans, they would have had their evening meal, perhaps some conversation, then some civilized, uncomplicated sex in the dark privacy of the tent.
Once that was out of the way, it would have been back to business.
Instead, everything was tangled up again. He was angry with her for something she couldn’t, and wouldn’t, change. And yes, something she hadn’t quite forgiven him for. She was left feeling unsteady, inadequate and uneasy.
To compensate, she ignored him and went about the business of setting up the cook camp several safe feet from the sleeping area. She hung the food high, then gathered her tools and got down to the business of cleaning the fish for their dinner.
He was just like every other man, she told herself. Insulted because a woman isn’t tongue-tied with delight at his sexual prowess. Miffed because she wasn’t moony-eyed in infatuation, which he’d use up then discard anyway the minute it started to cramp his style.
  
It was a hell of a lot smarter to think like a man yourself, she decided, and avoid the pitfalls.
Let him sulk, she thought as she carefully buried the fish waste. When she heard him approach, she sniffed in derision and had no clue just how sulky her own face was when she lifted it to look up at him.
“What do you want?”
He decided, wisely, that she’d kick him in the ass if she had any idea just how easily he could read her. So he just held out the wine he’d poured. “I brought some along. It’s been cooling in the stream. Figured you’d be up for a glass about now.”
“I need to cook this fish.” She ignored the wine and strode back toward the fire.
“Tell you what.” Tongue tucked in his cheek, he strolled after her. “Since you caught it and cleaned it—neither of which I have any experience in—I’ll cook it.”
“This isn’t your pretty kitchen. I don’t want my catch going to waste.”
“Ah, a direct challenge.” He pushed the wine at her and snatched the skillet. “Sit down, drink your wine and watch the master.”
She shrugged her shoulders and plucked a berry out of her hat. “You screw it up, I’m not catching more.”
“Trust me.” His eyes met hers, held. “I won’t disappoint you, Liv.”
“You don’t risk disappointment if you handle things yourself.”
“True enough, but you miss some interesting adventures. I had to learn to cook,” he continued, and changed the tone to light as he dribbled oil in the skillet. “Out of self-defense. My mother believes tofu is all four of the major food groups. You have no idea what it’s like to be a growing boy and be faced with a meal of tofu surprise after a hard day of school.”
Despite herself, her interest was caught. He’d unearthed the bag of herbed flour she’d packed and was expertly coating the fish. Without thinking, she sipped the wine and found the light Italian white perfect.
  
She barely managed to muffle a sigh. “I don’t understand you.”
“Good, that’s progress. You’ve spent most of our time together this round being sure you did and getting it dead wrong.” Satisfied, he slipped the fish into the hot oil to sizzle.
“An hour ago you were furious with me.”
“You got that right.”
“And now you’re pouring wine, frying fish and sitting there as if nothing happened.”
“Not as if nothing happened.” For him everything had happened. He just had to wait for her to catch up. “But I figure you’re pissed off enough for both of us, so why waste the energy?”
“I don’t like to be handled.”
His gaze flashed back to her. “Neither do I.”
“We both know you wanted to come up here so I’d talk to you about your book without distractions or interruptions. But you haven’t said anything about it.”
“I wanted to give you a day, to give us both a day. I wanted you.” He ran a finger down her arm. “I still want you. I’d like it better if you were more comfortable with that.”
“I’d like it better if you’d keep it simple.”
“Well.” He poked at the fish. “One of us isn’t going to get what he or she wants. Better get the plates, partner. These boys are nearly ready.”
“Noah.”
“Hmm?” He glanced up, a tender look on his face, and her heart wanted to melt. So she shook her head. “Nothing,” she said and reached for the plates.
 
Later, when the meal was finished and the forest dark and full of sound, it was she who turned to him. She who needed arms around her to chase away the dreams that haunted her and the fear that stalked with them.
And he was there, to hold her in the night, to move with her in a sweet and easy rhythm.
So when she slept, she slept curled against him, her hand fisted over his heart, her head in the curve of his shoulder. Noah lay awake, watching the play of moonlight over the tent, listening to the call of a coyote, the hoot of an owl and the short scream of its prey.
He wondered how it was possible that he’d never stopped loving her and what either of them, both of them, were going to do about it.






the monster
Deep into that darkness peering, long
I stood there wondering, fearing,
Doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal
ever dared to dream before.
—Edgar Allan Poe
  




twenty-seven
Groggy, achy, Noah woke to birdsong. He sat up, tugged his jeans on and thought vaguely of breakfast. Through the sharp scent of pine and earth, he caught the wonderfully civilized aroma of coffee. And could have wept with gratitude for Olivia’s consistent efficiency.
She’d built the morning campfire and had the coffeepot heating nicely. He burned his fingers on the handle, hissed a mild curse, then snatched up the cloth she’d left folded nearby to protect his hand.
One long sip had his eyes clearing and his system revving up. God bless a woman who appreciated strong black coffee, he thought, then stepped closer to the river to look for her.
Mists climbed up from the water to twine with sunbeams into silver and gold ribbons. A herd of deer drank lazily at the point where the stream curved like a bent finger and vanished into the trees.
And he saw her, hair wet and gleaming as she floated through the gilt-edged mists upstream, watching him with eyes as tawny as a cat’s and just as wary.
She looked as though she belonged there, in the wild, in that unearthly, shimmering light.
The water rippled as she moved her arms, her shoulders rising over the surface. The mists seemed to open for her, then close again.
“I didn’t expect you up so soon.” Her voice was quiet, but her eyes seemed full of storms.
“I’m an early riser. How’s the water?”
“Wet.”
And freezing, he imagined. Still, he drank down the last of his coffee, then set the cup aside to pull off his jeans. He saw her eyes waver, then steady. What worries you, Olivia? he wondered. That it won’t be the way it was between us last night? Or the possibility it will be?
The water was dazzlingly cold on his bare skin, and he saw her lips twitch when he winced. For no other reason than that, he bit back a yelp as he let himself slide in. He imagined his body going blue from the neck down.
“You’re right,” he said when he was reasonably sure his teeth wouldn’t chatter. “It’s wet, all right.”
It surprised her that he kept two arm spans’ distance between them. She’d expected him to move toward her, move in. He never seemed to do exactly what she expected. That, she could have told him, was what worried her most.
He was never precisely what she anticipated.
And her feelings for him were anything but what she’d planned.
When he closed the distance between them, she was almost relieved. This followed logic. Morning sex, basic human need. Then they would get along with the business of the day on equal footing.
But he only curled his fingertips around hers and watched her face. “You make great coffee, Liv.”
“If you can’t dance on it, it isn’t coffee.”
“Where are we going today?”
She frowned at him. “I assumed you’d want to get started on the interview.”
“We’ll get to it. Which trail do you like from here?”
It was his party, she reminded herself, and shrugged. “There’s a nice route up into the mountains from here. Wonderful views, some good alpine meadows.”
“Sounds like a plan. Do you want me to touch you?”
Her gaze jerked back to his. “What?”
“Do you want me to touch you, or would you rather I didn’t?”
“We’ve had sex,” she said carefully. “I liked it well enough.”
He let out a short laugh. “No need to pump up my ego,” he said and brushed a wet strand of hair from her cheek. “Besides, that’s not what I asked you. I asked if you wanted me to touch you now.” With his eyes locked on hers, he skimmed his finger down her throat, over her shoulder. “To make love with you now.”
“You’re already touching me.”
Her skin shivered as he traced his finger down the center of her body, slicked it into her. “Yes or no,” he murmured when her breath snagged.
The liquid weight settled low in her stomach, urging her hips to move, setting a pace for her own pleasure. Heat ran up her body in one long, shuddering roll. Giving in to it, to him, she gripped his hair, dragged him to her. “Yes,” she said against his mouth.
She opened to him, clamping her legs around his waist, prepared for that fast, hard race to climax. Craving it. But he used his hands on her, drove her up and over, up and over until she was gasping out his name.
He wondered that the water didn’t simply churn red and burst into flame from his need for her. He wondered how he could have lived all his life not having her wrapped around him just like this. Long limbs, slim and strong, soft, slippery skin that sparkled with wet in the sun. He drew her head back so that the kiss could go deep and deep, spin out endlessly while the sun broke through the mist with a burst of light, turned the water to a clear moving mirror around them.
He found purchase on the rough riverbed, braced, then slid into her in one long, slow stroke. “Hold on to me, Liv.” His breathing was ragged, and he buried his face in the curve of her throat, nipped there to hear her moan. “Come around me,” he murmured, and felt her muscles clamp him like a hot vise as the climax shot through her.
Through the drumbeat of her heart, in her head, she heard him murmur to her, but could no longer separate promises from demand. His voice was only one more velvet layer, one more source of fogged pleasure. But when she felt his body tighten, she curled herself around him, holding fast so they could tumble off the last edge together.
He didn’t let her go. She waited for him to release her, to drift back, aim a quick, triumphant grin and climb out of the water for a second shot of coffee.
  
But he held her fast, held her close, his lips rubbing lightly from her temple to her jaw in a sweet and soothing motion that left her more shaken than sex.
She had to get away, she thought, ease back before she let herself slip into intimacy. “The water’s cold.”
“Cold, hell. It’s freezing.” He nibbled his way to her ear, enjoying the way her heart continued to riot against his. “You know, the minute your mind clears, your body tenses up. Why do you do that?”
“I don’t know what you mean. We have to get out. We need to get started if—”
He turned his head, crushed his mouth against hers. “We’ve already started, Liv. We started a long time ago.” He cupped her chin in his hand, then released her to turn to the bank. “We have to figure out where we want to finish.”
She fixed powdered eggs, and they polished off the pot of coffee. He agreed with her plan to keep camp where they were and consider the hike she outlined a day trip that could be managed round trip in an easy five hours.
Carrying light packs, they started the climb on a rough track that led to rougher ridges. The valley fell away to their right, the forest marched toward the sky to the left. With the river winding below, they moved up into cool, crisp air where eagles soared and no sign of man could be seen.
He thought she maneuvered the dizzying switchbacks as other women would a ballroom floor, with a kind of casual feminine grace that spoke of supreme confidence.
She was patient when he stopped to take pictures, and he stopped often. She answered his questions—and he had more than she’d expected—in clear and simple terms. And she stood by, silently amused, when he drew to a halt and stared as the trail curved and the sky was swept by mountains.
“If you planted a house here, you’d never get anything done. How could you stop looking?”
Why couldn’t he be shallow and simple as she’d wanted him to be? “It’s public land.”
  
He only shook his head, taking her hand to link fingers. “Just think of it for a minute. We’re the only two people in the world, and we’ve landed here. We could spend our whole life right here, with our brains dazzled.”
Blue, white, green and silver. The world was made up of those strong colors and just the blurred smudges of more. Peaks and valleys and the rush of water. The feel of his hand warm in hers, as if it was meant to be.
And nothing else, no one else existed. No fear, no pain, no memories, no tomorrows.
Because she discovered she could yearn for that, she drew away. “You wouldn’t be so happy with it in the dead of winter when you’d freeze your ass off and couldn’t get a pizza delivery.”
He looked at her, quiet, patient and made her ashamed. “What would you miss most if you could never go back?”
“My family.”
“No, not people. What thing would you miss most?”
“The green,” she said instantly and without thought. “The green light, and the green smell of the forest. It’s different up here,” she continued as they began to walk again. “Open, cool, with the forest well past peak.”
“Not as many places to hide.”
“I’m not hiding. This is iceland-moss,” she told him, gesturing to a curly clump of yellow-green. “It’s the best-known lichen in human consumption. In Sweden it’s sold as an herbal medicine.” She caught his look and lifted her eyebrows. “What?”
“I just like that snippy tone you get when you’re annoyed and start a nature lecture.”
“If you don’t want to know what you’re looking at, fine.”
“No, I do. Besides, when you start talking about lichens and fungi, I get this urge to make wild animal love with you.”
“Then I’ll have to switch to wildflowers.”
“It won’t help. I’ll still want to jump you.” A flash of pink caught his eye. “Hey, are those bleeding hearts? Growing wild.”
“That’s right.” Her annoyance didn’t have a chance against his honest enthusiasm as he scrambled over some rocks to get a closer look. “Very much like your garden variety in appearance. Don’t touch,” she warned. “We maintain low impact here.”
“I don’t have the right shade or soil to grow these at home. Tried them at Mom’s, but that was the next thing to murder. I’ve always liked the look of them.”
“We have some nice specimens in the garden at my grandparents’. We’ll go this way.” She climbed over the rocks and chose a new heading. “I think I know a spot you’ll like.”
The track moved inside the edge of the forest, a steep incline with tumbles of rocks to one side where flowers forced their way through cracks and rooted ruthlessly in thin soil.
He heard the sound of drumming and grinned like a boy when they passed a cliff face sheared with a roaring fall of water. A dozen times he had to resist the urge to stop and pluck up handfuls of the hardy wildflowers.
His muscles began to burn, his feet to beg for rest. He was about to give in to both when she clattered over a hunched fist of rocks and turned to give him a hand up.
“That five hours was round trip, right, bwana?” Puffing a little, he gripped her hand and hauled himself up. “Because otherwise I’m just going to—Oh, Jesus.”
He forgot his aches and pains and fatigue and filled himself on the view.
It was an ocean of flowers, rivers of color flowing through green and washing up toward a slope of forested peak that shot into the blue like the turret of a castle. At the highest points, curving pools of snow shimmered through the rock and trees and made the flowers only more of a miracle to him.
Butterflies danced, white, yellow, blue, flirting with the blooms, or settled delicately onto them with a quiet swish of wings.
“Amazing. Incredible. This is where we put the house.”
This time she laughed.
“What are those, lupines?”
“You have a good eye. Broadleaf lupines—the common western blue butterfly prefers them. Those are mountain daisies mixed with them. Those there, the white with the yellow center, are avalanche lilies.”
“And yarrow.” He studied the fernlike leaves and flat white blossoms.
“You know your flowers. You don’t need me up here.”
“Yes.” He took her hand again. “I do. It was worth every step.” He turned and caught her unprepared with a soft and stirring kiss. “Thanks.”
“At River’s End you get what you pay for.” She started to turn away, but he had her arms, eased her back around. “Don’t.” She closed her eyes before his mouth could capture hers again.
“Why?”
“I—” She opened her eyes again and could do nothing about the emotions that swirled into them. “Just don’t.”
“All right.” Instead he lifted her hand to his lips, pressed them lightly to the knuckle of each finger and watched confusion join the clouds in her eyes.
“What are you looking for, Noah?”
He kept his eyes on hers, opened her fisted hand to press his lips to the center of her palm. “I’ve already found it. You just have to catch up.”
He was afraid there was only one way for that to begin. “Let’s sit down, Liv. This is a good spot. It’s a good time.” He shrugged off his pack, sat on a rock and opened it to find his tape recorder.
Seeing it in his hand, she felt her breath go thick and hot in her lungs. “I don’t know how to do this.”
“I do. I want to tell you something first.” He set the recorder beside him, then hunted out his notepad. “I considered giving up the idea of this book. Setting it aside, as I did when I hurt you before.” He opened the notebook, then looked at her. “It wouldn’t have done any good, this time around. It would’ve been in the back of my mind. Always. Just as it would be in the back of yours. I can’t quite figure out, Liv, if that’s standing between us or if it’s why we’re here together. Why we’ve come back together after all this time. Why we’re lovers now. But I do know that if we don’t finish it, we’ll keep running in place. I need to go forward. So do you.”
“I said I’d do it. I keep my word.”
“And hate me for it? Blame me for being the one who brought it to the surface? Just the way you hated me that day in the hotel?”
“You lied to me.”
“I know I did. I’ve never been sorrier for anything in my life.”
She’d expected him to deny it, to make excuses, rationalize. And she should have known better. He was a man with honor, one who’d been raised with it and with compassion. It was why what he did mattered, she thought now. Why he mattered.
“I don’t hate you, Noah, and I won’t hate you for being honest about doing what you feel you need to do. But what I do feel is my own business.”
“Not anymore it isn’t.” He said it lightly, but she heard the undercoating of steel in the tone. “But we can talk about that—about us—later.”
“There is no us.”
“Think again.” This time the steel was in his eyes. “But for now, why don’t you sit down?”
“I don’t need to sit.” But she dragged off her pack, uncapped her water bottle.
“Fine. Tell me about your mother.”
“I was four when she died. You’d learn more about her from other sources.”
“When you remember her, what do you think of first?”
“Her scent. The scent she kept in one of her bottles on her vanity. I thought they were magic. There was one in cobalt with a silver band winding around it. It was something unique to her, warm, lightly sweet with a faint hint of jasmine. Her skin always carried that scent, and when she’d hug me or pick me up, it was strongest just . . .” Olivia touched her fingers to her own throat just under the jaw. “I liked to sniff her there, and she’d laugh.
  
“She was so beautiful.” Her voice thickened as she turned away to stare out over the sea of flowers. “You can’t know, really. I’ve seen her movies now, all of them. Countless times. But she was so much more beautiful than they could capture. She moved like a dancer, as if gravity were simply something she tolerated. I know she was a brilliant actress. But she was a wonderful mother. Patient and fun and . . . careful. Careful to be there, to pay attention, to let me know that whatever else there was, I was the center of the world. Do you understand that?”
“Yes. I was lucky in that area, too.”
She gave in and sat beside him. “I suppose I was spoiled. I had time and attention and a houseful of toys and indulgences.”
“To me the only spoiled children are the ones who have no appreciation or respect for those things. I’d say you were just loved.”
“She loved me very much. I never had any cause to doubt that, even when she scolded me about something. And I adored her. I wanted to be exactly like her. I used to look at myself in the mirror and imagine how I would grow up to be just like Mama.”
“You look very much like her.”
“I don’t.” She pushed off the rock in one sharp movement. “I’m not beautiful. I don’t want to be. And I’ll never be judged on my looks as she was, too often was. That’s what killed her. In this fairy tale, the beast killed beauty.”
“Because she was beautiful?”
“Yes. Because she was desirable. Because men wanted her and he couldn’t stand that. He couldn’t tolerate the very thing that had drawn him to her in the first place. Her face, her body, her manner. If it appealed to him, it appealed to other men, and there would be no other men. The one way he could keep her only to himself was to destroy her. No matter how much she loved him, it wasn’t enough.”
“Did she love him?”
“She cried for him. She didn’t think I knew, but I did. I heard her one night with Aunt Jamie after I was supposed to be in bed. Earlier that summer when it stayed light until late. They were in Mama’s room, and I could see from where I stood beside the door, in the mirror, the reflection of them as they sat on the bed. My mother crying and Aunt Jamie with her arms around her.”
And just like that, she took both of them back.
“What will I do? Jamie, what will I do without him?”
“You’ll be fine, Julie. You’ll get through this.”
“It hurts.” Julie turned her face into Jamie’s shoulder, felt the sturdiness, longed for it. “I don’t want to lose him, to lose everything we have together. But I just don’t know how to keep it.”
“You know you can’t keep going on the way you have been these last few months, Jule.” Jamie eased back to brush the deep gold hair from her sister’s face. “He’s hurt you, not just your heart, but you. I can’t sit by when I see bruises on you that he put there.”
“He doesn’t mean it.” Julie rubbed her hands over her face, drying the tears as she rose. “It’s the drugs. They change him. I don’t understand why he started them again. I don’t know what he finds in them that I haven’t given him.”
“Listen to yourself.” A whip of anger in her voice, Jamie pushed to her feet. “Are you taking the blame for this? For him finding his kicks and his ego in cocaine and pills and alcohol?”
“No, no, but if I could just understand what’s missing, what he’s looking for that isn’t there . . . Oh God.” She squeezed her eyes tight and raked back her hair. “We were so happy. Jamie, you know we were happy. We were everything to each other, and when Livvy came it was like . . . like a circle completed. Why didn’t I notice when he started to crack that circle? How wide was the gap before I saw what was happening? I want to go back. I want my husband back, Jamie.” She turned around, one hand pressed to her belly. “I want another child.”
“Oh God. Oh, Julie.” She was across the room, wrapped around her sister in two strides. “Don’t you see what a mistake that would be now? Just now?”
“Maybe it is, but maybe it’s the answer. I told him tonight. I had Rosa fix us this wonderful dinner. Candles and music and champagne. And I told him I wanted us to have another child. He was so happy at first. So much like Sam. We laughed and held each other and started thinking up names, just as we did for Livvy. Then all at once, all of a sudden, he got moody and distant and he said . . .” The tears began to stream again. “He said how did he know it would be his? How did he know I wasn’t already carrying Lucas’s bastard?”
“That son of a bitch. How dare he say such a thing to you.”
“I hit him. I didn’t think, I just struck out and shouted at him to get out, get the hell out. And he did. He stared right through me, and he left. I don’t know what to do.”
She sat on the bed again, covered her face with her hands and wept. “I don’t know what to do.”
Noah said nothing as Olivia stood as she was, one hand still covering her stomach as her mother’s had. She’d taken him back, taken him there into the intimacy of that bedroom, into the female misery and despair. The words, the voices, the movements flowing out of her.
Now, without looking at him, she dropped her hand. “I went back to my room, and I told myself Mama was rehearsing. She did that a lot. So I told myself Mama was being a movie, that she wasn’t talking about my father. I went to sleep. And later that night I woke up and he was in my room. He’d turned on my music box and I was so happy. I asked him to tell me a story.”
Her eyes cleared when she focused on Noah again. “He was high. I didn’t know it then. I only knew he was angry when he shouted and he broke my music box. I only knew he wasn’t the way Daddy was when my mother came rushing in and he hurt her. I hid in the closet. I hid while she cried and fought with him and locked him out of the room. Then she came and sat with me and told me everything would be all right. She called the police on my little phone, and she filed for divorce.
“It took him less than four months to come back and kill her.”
Noah turned off his recorder, slid off the rock and walked to her.
In automatic defense she stepped back. “No. I don’t want to be held. I don’t want to be comforted.”
“Tough luck, then.” He wrapped his arms around her, holding firm when she struggled. “Lean a little,” he murmured. “It won’t hurt.”
“I don’t need you.” She said it fiercely.
“Lean anyway.”
She held herself stiff another moment, then went limp. Her head rested on his shoulders, and her arms came up to wrap loosely around his waist.
She leaned a little, but she kept her eyes open. And she didn’t weep.






twenty-eight
Noah asked questions on the hike back to camp, dozens of them. But he didn’t mention her parents. He asked about her work, her routines, the Center and the lodge. She recognized what he was doing and couldn’t decide if she resented or appreciated his deliberate attempt to put her at ease again.
Couldn’t quite fathom why it worked so well.
Every time she put up a barrier, he wiggled around it and made her comfortable again. It was a skill she had to admire. And when they stopped again, to look again, she found herself sitting shoulder to shoulder with him as if she’d known him all her life.
She supposed, in some odd way, she had.
“Okay, so we build the house right up there.” He gestured behind him to a rocky incline.
“I told you, this is public land.”
“Work with me here, Liv. We put it up there, with big windows looking out this way so we catch the sunset at night.”
“That’d be tough, since that’s south.”
“Oh. You sure?”
She gave him a bland look with humor ghosting around her mouth. “West,” she said and pointed.
“Fine. So the living room faces that way. We need a big stone fireplace in there. I think we should keep it open, really high ceilings with like a balcony deal. No closed spaces. Four bedrooms.”
“Four?”
“Sure. You want the kids to have their own rooms, don’t you? Five bedrooms,” he corrected, enjoying the way her eyes widened. “One for a guest room. Then I need office space, good-sized room, lots of shelves and windows. That should face east. Where do you want your office?”
“I have an office.”
  
“You need a home office, too. You’re a professional woman. I think it should be next to mine, but we’ll have to have rules about respecting each other’s space. We’ll put them on the third floor.” His fingers linked with hers. “That’ll be our territory. Kids’ play area should be on the main level, with windows looking into the forest so they never feel closed in. What do you think about an indoor pool?”
“I wouldn’t consider a home without one.”
He grinned, then caught her off balance by leaning in, capturing her mouth in a long, hard kiss. “Good. The house should be stone and wood, don’t you think?”
His hand was in her hair, just toying with the ends. “This is hardly the spot for vinyl siding.”
“We’ll plant the garden together.” His teeth scraped lightly over her bottom lip. “Kiss me back, Olivia. Slide in. Just once.”
She already was, couldn’t do otherwise. The picture he painted was so soft, so dreamy she glided inside it. And found him. Found him surprisingly solid and real. And there. The sound she made was equal parts despair and delight as her arms locked tight around him.
How could it be he who snapped it all into place? Who made it all fit? All the misty wishes of childhood, all the half-formed fantasies of a young girl, all the darker needs of a woman swirled together inside her and re-formed into just one question.
He was the answer.
Rocked by the tumble of her own heart, she jerked back. She couldn’t let it happen, not with him. Not with anyone. “We have to get started.”
There was fear in her eyes. He wasn’t quite sure how he felt about being the one to cause it. “Why are you so sure I’ll hurt you again?”
“I’m not sure of anything when it comes to you, and I don’t like it. We need to go. There’s more than an hour left to hike before we hit camp.”
“Time’s not the problem here. So why don’t we—” He broke off as a movement behind her caught his eye. He shifted his gaze, focused and felt the blood drain out of his head. “Jesus Christ. Don’t move.”
She smelled it now—the wild and dangerous scent. Her heart slammed once against her ribs, and before she could get to her feet, Noah was springing up to put himself between her and the cougar.
It was a full-grown male, perched on the rocks just above with his eyes glinting in the sunlight. Now he shifted, let out a low, guttural growl and flashed teeth.
“Keep your eyes on his,” Olivia instructed as she rose. “Don’t run.”
Noah already had his hand on the hilt of his knife. He had no intention of running. “Go.” He bared his own teeth and shifted when Olivia tried to step out from behind him. “Start moving back down the trail.”
“That’s exactly right.” She kept her voice calm. “No sudden moves, no fleeing motions. We just ease back, give him room. He’s got the advantage. Higher ground. And he’s showing aggressive behavior. Don’t take your eyes off him, don’t turn your back.”
“I said, ‘Go.’ ” It took every ounce of willpower not to turn around and shove her down the trail. One thin stream of sweat trickled down his back.
“He must have a kill near here. He’s just trying to protect it.” She bent, keeping her eyes on the cat’s, and scooped up two rocks. “Back away, we just back away.”
The cat hissed again, and his ears went back flat. “Yell!” Olivia ordered, continuing the backward motion even as she winged the first rock. It struck the cougar sharply on the side.
She continued to shout, heaved the second rock. The cat spat furiously, swiped at the air. And as Noah drew the knife from his belt, the cat slunk away.
Noah continued to move slowly, kept Olivia behind him, scanning rock and brush. “Are you all right?”
“Stupid! Just plain stupid!” She tore her cap off, kicked at a rock. “Sitting there necking as if we were in the backseat of a Buick. I wasn’t paying attention. What the hell is wrong with me?”
Furious with herself, she pulled the cap back on, wiped her sweaty palms on her thighs. “I know better than that. Sightings of cougar are rare, but they happen. So do attacks, especially if you’re just an idiot.” She pressed her hands to her eyes, rubbed hard. “I wasn’t looking for signs, I wasn’t even looking. And then sitting there that way, without keeping alert. I’d fire any one of my guides for that kind of careless behavior.”
“Okay, you’re fired.” He’d yet to sheathe his knife and remained braced. “Let’s just keep moving.”
“He’s not bothered with us now.” She blew out a breath. “He was protecting a kill, doing what he’s meant to do. We’re the intruders here.”
“Fine. I guess we’ll build the house somewhere else.”
She opened her mouth, shut it, then shocked herself by laughing. “You’re a moron, Noah. I almost got you killed or certainly maimed. What the hell were you going to do with that, city boy?” She swiped a hand over her face and tried to choke back a giggle as she eyed his knife.
He turned the knife in his hand, considering the blade. “Protect the womenfolk.”
She snorted out another laugh, shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. It’s not funny. This must be a reaction to gross stupidity. I’ve seen cougar a few times, but never that close up, and I’ve always been on higher ground.”
She blew out another breath, relieved that her stomach was settling down from its active jumping. And that’s when she noticed his hands were rock steady.
He hadn’t so much as flinched, she realized. Wasn’t that amazing? “You handled yourself.”
“Gee, thanks, Coach.” He slid the knife away.
“No.” Calm again, she laid a hand on his arm. “You really handled yourself. I wouldn’t have expected it. I keep underestimating you, Noah. I keep trying to fit you into a slot, and you won’t go.”
“Maybe you just haven’t found the right slot yet.”
  
“Maybe, but I don’t think you fit into anything unless you want to.”
“And what about you? Where do you want to fit, Liv?”
“I’m where I want to be.”
“Not the place, Liv. We’re not talking about forest or ocean here.”
“I’m where I want to be,” she repeated. Or where, she admitted, she’d thought she wanted to be.
“I have work that matters and a life that suits me.”
“And how much room is there, in your slot?”
She looked at him, then away again. “I don’t know. I haven’t had to make any.”
“Get ready to,” was all he said.
Neither of them was sure if it was a command or a suggestion.
 
He offered to try his hand at fishing, but she pointed out he didn’t have a license and shot that down. Accepting that, he insisted on making soup instead, and entertained her with stories of childhood adventures with Mike.
“He decides in-line skating is the way to get chicks.”
Noah sampled the soup, decided it could have been worse. “Coordination isn’t Mike’s strong point, but at sixteen a guy’s brain is really just one big throbbing gland, so he blows most of his savings on the blades. I figure, what the hell, maybe he’s on to something and get myself a pair, too. We head to Venice to try out his theory.”
He paused, poured them both more wine. The light was still strong, the air wonderfully cool. “The place is lousy with girls. Tall ones, short ones, wearing tiny little shorts. You gotta cruise first, scope things out. I home in on this little blonde in one of the girl packs.”
Olivia choked. “Girl packs?”
“Come on, your species always travels in packs. Law of the land. I’m working out how to cull her out of the herd while we strap on the blades. Then Mike gets up on his feet for about three seconds before his feet go out from under him. He pinwheels his arms, knocks this guy skating by in the face, they both go down like redwoods. Mike smacks his head on the bench and knocks himself out cold. By the time he comes to, I’ve lost the blonde, and end up taking Mike to the ER, where he had a standing appointment.”
“A little accident-prone?”
“He could hurt himself in his sleep.”
“You love him.”
“I guess I do.” And because there’d been something wistful in his statement, he studied her face. “Who’d you hang with when you were a kid?”
“No one. There were a few when—before I moved up here, but after . . . Sometimes I’d play with kids at the lodge or campground, but they came and went. I don’t have any lasting attachments like your Mike. He’s doing all right now?”
“Yeah. He bounces.”
“Did they ever find the person who broke into your house and hurt him?”
“No. Maybe it’s better that way. I’m not sure what I’d do if I got my hands on her. She could’ve killed him. Anything I could do to her wouldn’t be enough.”
There was a dark side here, a latent violence she could see in his eyes. She’d had glimpses of it once or twice before. Oddly enough it didn’t make her uneasy, as hints of violence always did. It made her feel . . . safe, she supposed. And she wondered why.
“Anything you could do wouldn’t change what already happened.”
“No.” He relaxed again. “But I’d like to know why. Knowing why matters. Don’t you need to know why, Olivia?”
She took his empty bowl, and hers, then rose. “I’ll wash these.” She started toward the stream, hesitated. “Yes. Yes, I need to know why.”
While she washed the bowls, Noah took out his tape recorder, snapped in a fresh tape. He had his notepad and pencil ready when she came back.
He saw the stress. It showed in the way her color faded to a delicate ivory. “Sit down.” He said it gently. “And tell me about your father.”
  
“I don’t remember that much about him. I haven’t seen him for twenty years.”
Noah said nothing. He could have pointed out that she remembered her mother very clearly.
“He was very handsome,” Olivia said at length. “They looked beautiful together. I remember how they’d dress up for parties, and how I thought everyone’s parents were beautiful and had beautiful clothes and went out to parties, had their pictures in magazines and on TV. It just seemed so natural, so normal. They seemed so natural together.
“They loved each other. I know that.” She spoke slowly now, a line of concentration between her elegant, dark brows. “They loved me. I can’t be wrong about that. In their movie together, they just . . . shimmered with what they felt for each other. It radiates from them. I remember how it did that, how they did that whenever they were in the same room. Until it started to change.”
“How did it change?”
“Anger, mistrust, jealousy. I wouldn’t have had words for it then. But that shimmer was smudged, somehow. They fought. Late at night at first. I’d hear not the words so much but the voices, the tone of them. And it made me feel sick.”
She lifted her glass, steadied herself. “Sometimes I could hear him pacing the hall outside, saying lines or reciting poetry. Later I read some article on him where he said he often recited poetry to help him calm down before an important scene. He suffered from stage fright.
“Funny, isn’t it? He always seemed so confident. I think he must have used the same sort of method to calm himself down when they were fighting. Pacing the hall, reciting poetry. ‘For man, to man so oft unjust, is always so to women; one sole bond awaits them, treachery is all their trust.’” She sighed once. “That’s Byron.”
“Yes, I know.”
She smiled again, but her eyes were so horribly sad. “You read poetry, Brady?”
“I was a journalism major. I read everything.” He feathered his fingers along her cheek. “ ‘Give sorrow words; the grief that does not speak whispers the o’er-fraught heart and bids it break.’ ”
It touched her. “With or without words, my heart’s survived. It’s my mother’s heart that was broken, and she who didn’t survive what he wanted from her, or needed. And I haven’t spoken of it to anyone except Aunt Jamie, and then only rarely. I don’t know what to say now. He’d pick me up.”
Her voice cracked, but she tried to control herself. “In one fast swoop so that my stomach would stay on my feet for a minute. It’s a delicious feeling when you’re a child. ‘Livvy, my love,’ he’d call me, and dance with me around the living room. The room where he killed her. And when he’d hold me, I’d feel so safe. When he’d come in to tell me a story—he told such wonderful stories—I’d feel so happy. I was his princess, he’d say. And whenever he had to go away to a shoot, I’d miss him so much my heart would hurt.”
She pressed a hand to her mouth, as if to hold in the words and the pain. Then made herself drop it. “That night when he came into my room and broke the music box, and shouted at me, it was as if someone had stolen my father, taken him away. It was never, never the same after that night. That whole summer I waited for him to come back, for everything to be the way it was. But he never did. Never. The monster came.”
Her breath caught, two quick inward gasps. And her hand shook, spilling wine. Instinctively, Noah snagged the glass before it slipped out of her fingers. Even as he said her name she pressed both fists to her rampaging heart.
“I can’t.” She barely managed to get the words out. Her eyes were huge with pain and shock and staring blindly into his. “I can’t.”
“It’s all right. Okay.” He dropped his pad, the glass, everything and wrapped his arms around her. Her hands were trapped between them, but he could feel her heart race, he could feel the sharp, whiplash shudders that racked her. “Don’t do this to yourself. Don’t. Let go. If you don’t let go, you’ll break to pieces.”
  
“I can still see it. I can still see it. Him kneeling beside her, the blood and broken glass. The scissors in his hand. He said my name, he said my name in my father’s voice. I’d heard her scream, I’d heard it. Her scream, breaking glass. That’s what woke me up. But I went into her room and played with her bottles. I was playing in her room when he was killing her. Then I ran away and never saw her again. They never let me see her again.”
There was nothing he could say; there was no comfort in words. He held her, stroking her hair while the sun left the sky and sent the light to gloaming.
“I never saw either of them again. We never talked of them in our house. My grandmother locked them in a chest in the attic to save her heart. And I spoke of her secretly to Aunt Jamie and felt like a thief for stealing the pieces of my mother she could give me. I hated him for that, for making me have to steal my mother back in secret whispers. I wanted him to die in prison, alone and forgotten. But he’s still alive. And I still remember.”
He pressed his lips to her hair, rocking her as she wept. The hot tears dampening his shirt relieved him. However much they cost her to shed, she’d be better for them. He swung her legs over, drawing her into his lap to cradle her there like a child until she went lax and silent.
Her head ached like a fresh wound, and her eyes burned. The fatigue was suddenly so great she would have stumbled into sleep if she hadn’t held herself back. But the raw churning in her stomach had ceased, and the agonizing pressure in her chest was gone.
Tired and embarrassed, she pulled back from him. “I need some water.”
“I’ll get it.” He shifted her aside to get up and fetch a bottle. When he came back, he crouched in front of her, then brushed a tear from her cheek with his thumb. “You look worn out.”
“I never cry. It’s useless.” She uncapped the bottle, drank deep to ease her dry throat. “The last time I cried was because of you.”
“I’m sorry.”
  
“I was so hurt and angry when I found out why you’d really come. After I made you leave, I cried for the first time since I was a child. You had no idea what I’d let myself feel about you in those two days.”
“Yes, I did,” he murmured. “It scared me. Nearly as much as what I felt for you scared me.”
When she started to get up, he simply planted his hands on her thighs, locked his gaze to hers and held her in place. “What? You don’t want to hear about it?”
“It was a long time ago.”
“Not so long, but maybe just long enough. It’s a good thing you booted me out, Liv. We were both too young for what I wanted from you then. Both parts of what I wanted.”
“You’re getting your book now,” she said evenly. “And we’re acting on the attraction. So I guess we’re both finally grown-up.”
He moved fast, stunning her when he dragged her to her feet, nearly lifted her off them. His eyes had gone sharp, like the keen edge of a blade. “You think all I want from you is the book and sex? Goddamn it, is that what you think or is that what you choose to think? That way, you don’t have to give too much back or take any real risks.”
“You think baring my soul to you about my parents isn’t a risk?” She shoved him back, hard. “You think knowing anyone with the price and the interest will buy my memories and feelings isn’t a risk?”
“Then why are you doing it?”
“Because it’s time.” She pushed her hair back from her damp cheeks. “You were right about that. Does that satisfy you? You were right. I need to say it, to get it out, and maybe somewhere in your damn book I’ll see why it had to happen. Then I can bury them both.”
“Okay.” He nodded. “That covers that part. What about the rest? What about you and me?”
“What about it?” she shot back. “We had a few sparks some years ago and decided to act on them now.”
“And that’s it for you? A few sparks?”
She stepped back as he moved in. “Don’t crowd me.”
  
“I haven’t even started crowding you. That’s your problem, Liv, never letting anyone get quite close enough to share your space. I want your body, fine if you’re in the mood, but everything else is off-limits. That doesn’t work for me. Not with you.”
“That’s your problem.”
“Damn right.” He grabbed her arm, spinning her back when she turned. “And it’s yours, too. I have feelings for you.”
He released her abruptly to pace away, to stand all but vibrating with frustration on the bank of the stream. The light was gone now, so the low fire flickered gold and the first shimmer of the rising moon shifted through the trees.
“Do you think this is a snap for me?” he said wearily. “Because I’ve had other women in my life, it’s a breeze for me to deal with the only one who’s ever mattered?”
He turned back. She stood where he’d left her, but had lifted her arms to cross them defensively around her. Those delicate fingers of moonlight shivered over her, pale silver.
“Olivia, the first time I saw you, you were a baby. Something about you reached right out, so much more than that sad image on the television screen, and grabbed me. It’s never let go. I didn’t see you again until you were twelve, gangly and brave and all haunted eyes. There was a connection. There was nothing sexual about it.”
He started back toward her, watched her shift slightly, as if to brace. “I never forgot you. You were in and out of my head. Then you were eighteen. You opened the door of your apartment, and there you were, tall and slender and lovely. A little distracted, a little impatient. Then your eyes cleared. God, I’ve had your eyes in my head as long as I can remember. And you smiled at me and cut me off at the knees. I’ve never been the same.” He stopped a foot away from her and saw she was trembling.
“I’ve never been the same.”
Her skin was shivering, her heart beating too fast. “You’re fantasizing, Noah. You’re letting your imagination run wild.”
“I did plenty of fantasizing about you.” He was calm now, certain because he could see her nerves. “But it didn’t come close. I did some compensating, too. But there was never a woman who pulled at me the way you do. Straight from the gut. I know I hurt you. I didn’t understand you or myself well enough then. Even when I came here and saw you again, I didn’t understand it. I just knew seeing you thrilled me. I’ve never gotten over you. Do you know what it was like to realize I’d never gotten over you?”
Panic wanted to rise, taunted her to run. Pride had her standing her ground. “You’re mixing things up, Noah.”
“No, I’m not.” He reached up, touched her face, then framed it in his hands. “Look at me, Liv. Look. There’s one thing I’m absolutely clear on. I’m so completely in love with you.”
A messy mix of joy and terror clogged her throat. “I don’t want you to be.”
“I know.” He touched his lips gently to hers. “It scares you.”
“I don’t want this.” She gripped his wrists. “I won’t give you what you’re looking for.”
“You are what I’m looking for, and I’ve already found you. Next step is to figure out what you want, and what you’re looking for.”
“I told you I already have everything I want in my life.”
“If that were true, I wouldn’t scare you. I’m going to build a life with you, Olivia. I’ve been waiting to start and didn’t even know it. It’s only fair I give you time to catch up.”
“I’m not interested in marriage.”
“I haven’t asked you yet,” he pointed out and his lips parted as they covered hers again. “But I’ll get to that. Meanwhile, just tell me one thing.” He cruised into the kiss so that they could both float on it. “Is what you’re feeling for me just a few sparks?”
It was warmth she felt, a steady stream of it, and a longing so deep, so aching, it beat like a heart. “I don’t know what I feel.”
“Good answer. Let me love you.” He walked her backward toward the tent, muddling her brain with hands and lips. “And we’ll see if the answer changes.”
  
He was patient and thorough and showed her what it was to be touched by a man who loved her. Each time she tried to hold back, he would simply find a new way to slide through her defenses. To fill a heart reluctant to be filled. To steal a heart determined not to be taken.
When he moved inside her, slow and smooth and deep, he saw the answer he wanted in her eyes. “I love you, Olivia.”
He closed his mouth over hers, drew in her ragged breath and wondered how long he would wait to hear her say it.






twenty-nine
The man was so carelessly cheerful, Olivia thought, it was all but impossible not to respond in kind. It didn’t matter that the morning had dawned with a thin, drizzling rain that would undoubtedly have them soaked within an hour of the hike back.
He woke up happy, listened to the drumming and said it was a sign from God that they should stay in the tent and make crazy love.
Since he rolled on top of her and initiated a sexy little wrestling match, she couldn’t come up with a logical argument against the plan. And for the first time in her life laughed during sex.
Then just when she’d convinced herself that good sex shouldn’t be a barometer of her emotions, he nuzzled her neck, told her to stay put and that he’d see to the coffee.
She snuggled into the warm cocoon of the tent and wallowed in the afterglow of lovemaking. She hadn’t let herself be pampered since childhood. She had taught herself to believe that if she didn’t take care of herself, see to details personally and move consistently forward in the direction she’d mapped out, she would be handing control of her life over to someone else.
As her mother had done. And yes, she thought closing her eyes, perhaps even as her father had done. Love was a weakness, or a weapon, and she’d convinced herself that she’d never permit herself to feel it for anyone beyond family.
Didn’t she have both potentials inside her? The one to surrender to it completely, and the one to use it violently? How could she risk turning that last key in that last lock and open herself to what she already knew she had inside her for Noah?
Then he nudged his way back into the tent, two steaming cups in his hand. His sun-streaked hair was damp with rain, his feet bare and the jeans he’d tugged on unbuttoned. The wave of love swamped her, closed over heart and head.
  
“I think I saw a shrew.” He passed her the coffee and settled down with his own. “Don’t know if it was a wandering or a dusky, but I’m pretty sure it was a shrew.”
“The wandering’s found more often in the lowlands,” she heard herself say. “At this altitude it was probably a dusky.”
“Whichever, it looked mostly like a mouse and was rooting around, for breakfast, I guess.”
“They eat constantly, rarely go over three hours without a meal. Very like some city boys I know.”
“I haven’t even mentioned breakfast.” He fortified himself with coffee. “I thought about it, but I haven’t mentioned it. The weather’s going to get better.” She merely lifted an eyebrow and glanced up toward the roof of the tent and the steady tapping of rain. “An hour, tops. And it’ll clear,” he insisted. “If I’m right, you cook breakfast in the sunshine. If I’m wrong, I do it in the rain.”
“Deal.”
“So, how about a date when we get back?”
“Excuse me?”
“A date, you know. Dinner, a movie, making out in my rental car.”
“I thought you’d be heading back to L.A. soon.”
“I can work anywhere. You’re here.”
It was so simple for him, she realized. “I keep trying to take a step back from you. You keep moving forward.”
He smoothed her tousled hair with his fingers. “Is that a problem for you?”
“Yes, but not as much as I thought it would be. Not as much as it should be.” She took a breath, braced herself. “I care about you. It’s not easy for me. I’m no good at this.”
He leaned forward, pressed his lips to her forehead and said, “Practice.”
 
While Noah and Olivia were inside the tent in the rain-splattered forest, Sam Tanner looked out the window of the rented cabin and into the gloom.
He’d never understood what had drawn Julie to this place, with its rains and chill, its thick forests and solitude. She’d been made for the light, he thought. Spotlights, the elegant shimmer of chandeliers, the hot white flash of exotic beaches.
But she’d always been pulled back here by some invisible tie. He realized now that he’d done his best to break that tie. He’d made excuses not to go with her, or he’d juggled their demands to prevent her from going alone. They’d only made the trip twice after Olivia was born.
He’d ignored Julie’s need for home because he hadn’t wanted anyone or anything to be more important to her than he was.
Before they could slide away from him, he picked up the mini-recorder he’d bought and put those thoughts on tape. He intended to speak with Noah again, but wasn’t sure how much more time he had. The headaches were raging down on him like a freight train and with terrifying regularity now.
He suspected the doctors had overestimated his time, and the tapes were his backup.
Whatever happened, whenever it happened, he was going to be sure the book found its way.
He had everything he needed. He’d stocked the kitchen with food from the resort’s grocery store. There were times he didn’t have the energy for the dining room. He had plenty of tapes and batteries to continue his story until he was able to reach Noah again.
Where the hell is he? Sam thought with a flush of anger. Time was running out, and he needed that connection. He needed not to be alone.
The headache began to build in the center of his skull. He shook pills out of bottles—some prescription, some he’d risked buying on the street. He had to beat the pain. He couldn’t think, couldn’t function if he let the pain take over.
And he had so much to do yet. So much to do.
Olivia, he thought grimly. There was a debt to pay.
He set the bottles back on the table, beside the long gleaming knife and the Smith & Wesson .38.
 
Noah might have felt smug about being right about the rain, but he felt even better when they reached the lowland forest. He could start dreaming of a hot shower now, a quiet room and several hours alone with his computer and a phone.
“You’ve lost two bets to me now,” he reminded her. “It stopped raining, and I never whined for my laptop.”
“Yes, you did. You just did it in your head.”
“That doesn’t count. Pay up. No, forget I said that. I’ll take it in trade. We’ll call it even if you find me a room where I can work for a few hours.”
“I can probably come up with something.”
“And a place I can shower and change?” He smiled when she slanted him a look. “I’m on line for a room at the lodge if you get any cancellations, but meanwhile I’m relegated to a campsite and public showers. I’m very shy.”
Delighted with her giggle, he grabbed her hand. “Except around you. You can shower with me. We take conservation very seriously in my family.”
She scowled, but only for form’s sake. “We can swing by the house,” she said after checking her watch. “My grandmother should be out with one of the children’s groups for a while yet, then she generally goes marketing. You’ve got an hour, Brady, to get yourself cleaned up and out. I don’t want her upset.”
“That’s not a problem.” He told himself he wouldn’t let it be. “But she’s going to have to meet me eventually, Liv. At the wedding, anyway.”
“Ha ha.” She tugged her hand free.
“We can make another bet. I say I can charm her inside of an hour.”
“No deal.”
“You’re just afraid because you know she’ll come over to my side and tell you what a blind fool you are for not throwing yourself at my feet.”
“You really need to get a grip.”
“Oh, I’ve got one.” And I’ve got you, he thought. We’re both just figuring that out.
He saw the flickers of color first, through the trees and the green wash of light. Dabs and dapples of red and blue and yellow, then the glint that was stronger sunlight shooting off glass.
When he stepped into the clearing, he stopped, pulling Olivia to a halt beside him.
When he’d driven her home, it had been dark, deep and dark, and he’d only seen the shape of shadow against night, and the flickers of light in a window.
Now, he thought the house looked like a fairy tale with its varied rooflines and sturdy old wood and stone, flowers flowing at its base and sprinkling into sweeps of pretty colors and shapes.
There were two rockers on the porch, pots filled with more brilliant flowers and generous windows on all sides that would have opened the inside world up to the forest.
“It’s perfect.”
She watched his face as he said it, as surprised to see he meant just that as by the rush of pleasure it gave her.
“It’s been the MacBrides’ home for generations,” she told him.
“No wonder.”
“No wonder what?”
“No wonder it’s your place. It’s exactly right for you. This, not the house in Beverly Hills. That would never have been you.”
“I’ll never know that.”
He turned from the house to look into her eyes. “Yes, you do.”
With someone else she might have shrugged it off. With anyone else, she wouldn’t have spoken of it. “Yes, I do know that. How do you?”
“You’ve been inside me for twenty years.”
“That doesn’t make sense.”
“It doesn’t have to. What I know is that when I try to project twenty years from now, you’re still there.”
Her heart did one long, slow roll. She had to look away to steady it. “God, you get to me.” She shook her head when his hands came to her shoulders, when he shifted her back to him. “No, not now.”
  
“Always,” he said quietly, and settled his lips softly, dreamily on hers.
Without a sound, without a struggle, her arms came up and around him, her body leaned in. Not surrender, not this time. This time acceptance.
Emotions stormed through him, fast and hot and needy. And his mouth grew rough on hers. “Tell me,” he demanded. He was wild to hear the words, to hear from her lips what he could taste on them.
She wanted to, wanted to fling herself off the edge and trust him to fall with her. The fear and the joy of it roared in her head. She teetered there, pulled in both directions, and only jerked away when she heard the sound of an engine laboring up the lane.
“Someone’s coming.”
He kept his hands on her shoulders, his eyes on hers. “You’re in love with me. Just say it.”
“I—it’s the truck. It’s my grandmother.” She pressed a hand to her mouth. “God, what have I done?”
The truck was already rounding the turn. Too late to ask him to go, Olivia realized. Too late even if the glint in his eye told her he wouldn’t have quietly slipped into the trees.
She turned away, braced herself as the truck pulled up. “I’ll handle this.”
“No.” He took her hand in a firm grip. “We’ll handle it.”
Val sat where she was as they walked to the truck. Her fingers were tight on the wheel. She saw the distress and apology on Olivia’s face and looked away from it.
“Grandma.” Olivia stopped at the driver’s side, rested her free hand on the base of the open window.
“So, you’re back.”
“Yes, just now. I thought you’d be with the children’s group.”
“Janine took it.” Rage had her by the throat, whipping the words out before she could stop them. “Did you think to sneak in and out before I got home?”
Stunned, Olivia blinked, stood numbly as Noah shifted in front of her, much as he had to shield her from the cougar. “I asked Olivia if I could shower and change, since the lodge is booked. I’m Noah Brady, Mrs. MacBride.”
“I know who you are. This is Livvy’s home,” she said shortly. “If she’s told you that you can use it to clean up, that’s her right. But I have nothing to say to you. Move aside,” she ordered. “I have groceries to put away.”
She dragged at the wheel and, without another glance at either of them, drove around the back of the house.
“I broke my word to her,” Olivia murmured.
“No, you didn’t.”
She let out a shuddering breath that caught in her throat as he started after the truck. “What are you doing? Where are you going?”
“To help your grandmother carry in the groceries.”
“Oh, for Christ’s sake.” She caught up, dragged at his arm. “Just go! Can’t you see how I hurt her?”
“Yeah, I can see it. And I can damn well see how she’s hurt you.” The steel was back in his voice as he took her wrist, pulled her hand away. “I’m not backing off. You’re both going to have to deal with that.”
He strode to the back of the house and, before Val could protest, plucked a bag out of her hand. Reaching into the bed of the truck, he hauled out another. “I’ll take these in.”
He carted them onto the back porch and let himself in through the kitchen door.
“I’m sorry.” Olivia rushed to Val. “Grandma, I’m so sorry. I wouldn’t have—I’ll make him go.”
“You’ve already made your choices.” Back stiff, Val reached in for another bag.
“I wasn’t thinking clearly. I’m sorry.” She could taste hysteria bubbling in her own throat. “I’m so sorry. I’ll make him go.”
“No, you won’t.” Struggling to hold his temper, Noah came back out. He walked to the truck, took the last two bags. “Any more than I’ll make you do anything. If you want to take it out on someone, Mrs. MacBride, take it out on me.”
“Noah, would you just go?”
  
“And leave you here feeling guilty and unhappy?” He gave her a long, quiet look that had Val’s eyes narrowing. “You know better. I’m sorry we disagree about the book,” he continued, turning back to Val. “I’m sorry that my being here upsets you. But the fact is, I’m going to write the book, and I’m going to be a part of Olivia’s life. I hope we can come to terms about both, because she loves you. She loves you enough, and is grateful enough for everything you’ve done for her and been to her, that if it comes down to a choice between your peace of mind and her own happiness, she’ll choose you.”
“That’s not fair,” Olivia began, and Val cut her off with a lifted hand.
The wound inside her might have broken open again, might have been raw and viciously painful. But her eyes were still clear, they were still sharp. She wanted to dislike his face, to find it cold and hard and ruthless. She wanted to see self-interest, perhaps coated with a thin sheen of polish.
Instead she saw the glint of anger that hadn’t faded since it had flashed into his eyes when she’d snapped at Olivia. And she saw the strength she’d once seen in his father’s face.
“That book will not be discussed in this house.”
Noah nodded. “Understood.”
“There’re perishables in those bags,” Val said as she turned away. “I have to get them put away.”
“Just give them to me,” Olivia began, then hissed in frustration when he simply walked past her and into the house behind her grandmother.
Left with no choice, Olivia dragged off her pack, dumped it on the porch and hurried in after them.
Already unloading bags, Val glanced toward the door as Olivia came in. She saw nerves, ripe and jittery, in her granddaughter’s eyes. It made her feel ashamed.
“You might as well take that pack off,” she said to Noah. “I imagine you’re sick of carrying it by now.”
“If I admitted that, Liv would smirk at me. She wants me to think she thinks I’m a shallow urbanite who can’t tell east from west.”
  
“You can’t,” Olivia murmured and had Noah grinning at her.
“I was just testing you.”
“And are you?” Val asked. If she’d been blind, she would have seen the bond in the look that passed between them. “A shallow urbanite.”
“No, ma’am, I’m not. The fact is I’ve fallen in love, not just with Liv—though that came as a jolt to both of us—but with Washington. At least your part of it. I’ve already picked some spots where we could build our house, but Liv says we’d run into trouble because it’s a national park.”
“He’s just babbling,” Olivia managed when she had untangled her tongue. “There isn’t—”
“Spending a few days at the lodge or camping isn’t like living here,” Val interrupted.
“I don’t guess it is.” Noah leaned back comfortably against the counter. “But I’m a pretty flexible guy about some things. And this is where she’s happy. This is home for her. As soon as I saw this place, I thought she’d like to get married right here in the yard, between the flowers and the forest. That would suit her, wouldn’t it?”
“Oh, stop it!” Olivia burst out. “There isn’t—”
“I wasn’t talking to you,” Noah said mildly, then offered Val an easy smile. “She’s crazy about me, but she’s having a little trouble, you know, settling into it.”
Val nearly smiled. It broke her heart, then filled it again to see the amused exasperation on her little girl’s face. “You’re a clever young man, aren’t you?”
“I like to think so.”
She sighed a little as she neatly folded the last brown bag. “You might as well go get the rest of your things. You can stay in the guest room.”
“Thanks. I’ll just leave the pack here.” He turned, caught Olivia by the chin while she was still trying to catch up and kissed her, warmly, deeply. “I won’t be long.”
“I—” The screen door slapped smartly behind him, and Olivia threw up her hands. “You didn’t have to do that. He’ll be fine at the campground. You’ll just be uncomfortable if he stays here.”
Val walked over to tuck the bags away in the broom closet. “Are you in love with him?”
“I—it’s just . . .” She trailed off helplessly as Val turned back to look at her.
“Are you in love with him, Livvy?”
She could only nod as tears swam into her eyes.
“And if I said I don’t want him around here, I don’t want you to have anything to do with him? That you owe me the loyalty to respect my feelings on this?”
“But—”
“I’ll never have peace if you let that man into your life.”
She went white, white and rigid with the lance of pain. This was the woman who had given her everything, who had opened her arms, her heart, her home. She had to grip the edge of the counter to steady herself. “I’ll go . . . I’ll go tell him he has to leave.”
“Oh. Oh, Livvy.” Val dropped into a chair, covering her face as she burst into tears.
“Don’t! Don’t cry. I’ll send him away. He won’t come back.” Already on her knees, Olivia wrapped her arms around Val’s waist. “I won’t see him again.”
“He was right.” Eyes drenched, Val framed Olivia’s pale face. “I wanted to throw it back in his face, but he was right. You’d turn away from him, from your own heart if you thought it was what I needed. I wanted him to be the selfish one, but I’m the one who’s been selfish.”
“No. Never.”
“I’ve hoarded you, Livvy.” With an unsteady hand, Val brushed at Olivia’s hair. “As much for your sake as mine in the beginning, but . . . As time passed, just for me. I lost my Julie, and I promised myself nothing would ever happen to you.”
“You took care of me.”
“Yes, I took care of you.” Tears streaming still, Val pressed a kiss to Olivia’s forehead. “I loved you, and, Livvy, I needed you. I needed you so desperately. So I never let you go, not really.”
“Don’t cry, Gran.” It ripped her to shreds to see the tears.
“I have to face it. We both do. I never let either of us face it, Livvy. Every time your grandfather would try to talk to me about it, to make me see, I closed off. Even just a few days ago, I wouldn’t listen to him. I knew he was right, but I wouldn’t listen. Now it’s taken an outsider to make me face it.”
“Everything I have, everything I am, I owe to you.”
“It’s not a debt.” Anger with herself made Val’s voice sharp. “I’m ashamed to know I let you think it was or should be. I’m ashamed that I pulled back from you when you chose to cooperate with this book. I could see it was something you needed, but I pulled back, deliberately, and made you suffer for it. I put a wedge between us, and I was too proud, too afraid to pull it out again.”
“I have to know why it happened.”
“And I’ve never let you. I’ve never let any of us.” Val drew Olivia closer, rested her cheek on the soft cap of hair. “I still don’t know if I can face it all. But I do know I want you to be happy. Not just safe. Being safe isn’t enough to live on.”
Steadier, Val eased back, rubbed the tears away. “It’s best if your young man stays here.”
“I don’t want him to upset you.”
Val took what she hoped was the next step and managed a smile. “I’d rather he stay here where I can keep an eye on him and see if he’s good enough for you. If I decide he’s not, I’ll see that your grandfather whips him into shape.”
Olivia turned her cheek into Val’s hand. “He claims he can charm you in less than an hour.”
“Well, we’ll just see about that.” Rising, Val plucked out a tissue, blew her nose. “It takes more than a pretty face to charm me. I’ll make up my own mind in my own time.” Her head felt a little hollow from the emotional ride. “I suppose I’d better go up and see that the guest room’s in order.”
“I’ll do it. I’ll just take my pack up.” She hefted it. “I should run over to the Center, check on things. It won’t take me long.”
  
“Take your time. It’ll give me a chance to interrogate your young man. You never brought one home with you before for me to make squirm.”
“He’s slippery.”
“I’m quick.”
“Gran, I love you so much.”
“Yes, I know you do. Go on. I need to make myself presentable. We’ll talk more, Livvy,” she murmured after Olivia started up the stairs. “It’s long past time we talked.”
Her step was light as she crossed the upstairs hall to her room. She was in love, and it didn’t hurt a bit. The gaps that had widened between her and her grandmother over the past months were closing.
The future was a wide, wonderful space overflowing with possibilities. Wanting to hurry, she flung open the door of her room. And the joy that had just begun to fill her soul fell away.
There, on the pillow of her bed, bathed in a quiet stream of sunlight, lay a single white rose.
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She couldn’t breathe. Her head rang, wild, frantic bells that vibrated down from her skull, pealed down her spine, beat along her numbed legs until she simply collapsed forward on her hands and knees and began to suck for air like a woman drowning.
There was a terrible urge to crawl away.
Into the closet, into the dark.
She fought it and the ice-pick jabs of panic in her chest. She pressed her hand to her shirt, then stared down it, surprised it wasn’t covered with blood.
The monster was here.
In the house. He’d been in the house. With the thought of that chuckling hideously in her ear, she lunged to her feet, stumbled over the pack she’d dropped. Momentum carried her forward so that she fell on the bed, her fingers inches away from the stem of that perfect white rose.
She snatched her hand away as if the flower were a snake, filled with venom and ready to strike.
She reared back, her eyes wide and round, the scream tearing at her throat for release.
In the house, she thought again. He’d come into the house. And her grandmother was down in the kitchen, alone. Her hand might have shook, but she reached for the knife at her belt, unsheathed it so that blade hissed against leather. And she moved quietly toward the door.
She wasn’t a helpless child now, and she would protect what she loved.
He wouldn’t still be inside. She tried to reason with herself, to follow logic, but she could still taste the fear.
She slipped out into the hall, keeping her back against the wall. Her ears were cocked for any sound, and the hilt of the knife was hot in her hand.
She moved quietly from room to room, carefully as she would when tracking a deer. She searched each one for a sign, for a scent, a change in the air. Her knees trembled as she crossed to the attic door.
Would he hide there where the memories were locked away? Would he know somehow that everything precious of her mother was neatly stored up those narrow stairs?
She imagined herself going up, climbing those steps, hearing the faint creak of her weight against the old wood. Then seeing him, standing there with the chest lid flung open, and her mother’s scent struggling to life in the musty air.
The bloody scissors in his hand, and the deranged eyes of the monster looking out from her father’s face.
She all but willed it to be so as her fingers trembled against the knob. She would raise her knife and drive it into him, as he’d once driven the blades into her mother. And she would end it.
But her hand lay limply on the knob, and her brow pressed against the wood of the door. For the first time in two decades, she wanted desperately to weep and couldn’t.
At the sound of a car rounding the lane, she slid the bolt home under the knob and ran on jellied legs to a window.
The first fresh spurt of fear when she didn’t recognize the car shimmered into relief when she saw Noah climb out. Her hands curled on the sill as she scanned the trees, the lengthening shadows.
Was he out there? Was he watching?
She spun around, desperate to run downstairs now, to let the terror spill out so someone else could take it away.
And thought of her grandmother.
No, no, she couldn’t frighten her that way. She would handle it herself. Cautious, she slid the knife back in its sheath, but left the safety unsnapped.
She leaned against the wall again, taking slow, even breaths. When she heard Noah’s step on the stairs, she moved back into the hall.
“She’s starting to warm up to me. Asked if I liked grilled pork chops.”
“Let me give you a hand with that.” How steady her voice was, she thought. How cool. She reached out to take his laptop case and left him with his bag and gear. “The guest room’s in here. It has its own bath.”
“Thanks.” He followed her inside, glancing around as he dropped his bags on the bed. “This is a hell of a lot more appealing than a pup tent on a campsite. And guess who’s here?”
“Here?”
His eyes narrowed on her face at the thready ring to her voice. “What’s the matter, Liv?”
She shook her head, lowered to the edge of the bed. She needed a minute, just another minute. “Who’s here?”
“My parents.” He took a good look at her now and, sitting beside her, took her hand. It was clammy and cold.
“Frank? Frank’s here?” Her hand turned over in his, gripped like a vise.
“At the lodge,” Noah said slowly. “They’d booked a room a while back. I want you to tell me what’s wrong.”
“I will. Frank’s here.” She let her head drop weakly on Noah’s shoulder. “I asked him to come. When I was in L.A. I went to his house and asked him if he could. And he did.”
“You matter to him. You always did.”
“I know. It’s like a circle, and it keeps going. All of us around and around. We can’t stop, just can’t stop going around until it’s all finished. He’s been in the house, Noah.”
“Who?”
She straightened up, and though her cheeks were still pale, her eyes were level. “My father. He’s been in the house.”
“How do you know?”
“There’s a rose on my bed. A white rose. He wants me to know he’s come back.”
The only change was a hardness that came into his eyes and a coldness that glinted into the green. “Stay here.”
“I’ve looked.” She tightened her grip on his hand. “I’ve already looked through the house. Except for the attic. I couldn’t go into the attic because . . .”
  
“Damn right you couldn’t go into the attic.” The idea of it made his stomach churn. “You stay in here or go downstairs with your grandmother.”
“No, you don’t understand. I couldn’t go up because I wanted him to be there. I wanted it because I wanted to go up and kill him. Kill my father. God help me, I could see it, the way I’d ram the knife into him. The way his blood would run over my hands. I wanted it. I wanted it. What does that make me?”
“Human.” He snapped it out, the word as effective as a slap. She jerked back, shuddered once.
“No. It would have made me what he is.”
“Did you go up, Olivia?”
“No. I locked the door from the outside.”
“Lock this one from the inside, and wait for me.”
“Don’t go.”
“He’s not here.” He got to his feet. “But you’ll feel better if we make sure. Lock the door,” he ordered. “And wait.”
Despising herself, she did just that. Hid, as she had hidden before. When he came back, she opened the door and looked at him with empty eyes.
“There’s no one there. I didn’t see any indication there had been. We need to tell your grandparents.”
“It’ll frighten my grandmother.”
“She has to know. See if you can track down your grandfather. Call the lodge. I’ll call my parents.” He skimmed his knuckles over her cheek. “You’ll feel better if you have your cop.”
“Yes. Noah.” She laid a hand on his arm. “When I saw you get out of the car just now, I knew I could lean on you. I wanted to.”
“Liv. If I told you I’d take care of you, it’d just piss you off, wouldn’t it?”
She gave a watery laugh and sat back on the bed again. “Yeah, not now because I’m shaky, but later.”
“Well, since you’re shaky, I’ll risk it. I’m going to take care of you.” He took her face in his hands and kissed her. “Believe it. Now call your grandfather.”
 
He’d taken such a risk. Such a foolish and satisfying risk. How easily he could have been caught.
And then what?
He wasn’t ready to face that yet. Not quite yet. As he sat in his room, he lifted a glass of bourbon to his lips with a hand that still shook slightly.
But not with fear. With excitement. With life.
For twenty years, he’d had no choice but to follow the rules. To do what was expected. To play the game. He couldn’t have known, could never have anticipated what it was like to be free of that.
It was terrifying. It was liberating.
She would know what the rose meant. She wouldn’t have forgotten the symbolism of it.
Daddy’s home.
He drank again, felt such power after so many years of powerlessness.
He’d nearly been caught. What incredible timing. He’d barely left the house by the back door—wasn’t it wonderful that such people trusted the fates and left their doors unlocked—when he’d seen them step out of the trees.
Livvy, little Livvy and the son of the cop. That was irony enough for any script. The cycle, the circle, the whims of fortune that would have the daughter of the woman he loved connect with the son of the cop who’d investigated her murder.
Julie, his beautiful Julie.
He’d thought it would be enough just to frighten Livvy, enough to make her think of that bloody night so many years ago, to remember what she’d seen and run from.
How could he have known, after all these years, that he would look at her as she turned to another man and see Julie? Julie pressing that long, slim body against someone else?
  
How could he have known he’d remember, in a kind of nightmare frenzy, what it was to destroy what you loved? And need so desperately to do it all again?
And when it was done . . . He picked up the knife and turned it under the lamplight . . . It would be over. The circle finally closed.
There would be nothing left of the woman who’d turned him away.
 
“You’ll need to take basic precautions.” Frank sat in the MacBride living room, his blood humming. Back on the job, he thought. To finish one that had never felt closed.
“For how long?” Olivia asked. It was her grandmother who concerned her most. But the crisis appeared to have steadied Val. She sat, shoulders straight, eyes alert, mouth hard.
“As long as it takes. You’re going to want to avoid going out alone, staying in groups as much as possible. And start locking the doors.”
Olivia had had time to settle, time to think. So she nodded. “There really isn’t anything we can do, is there?”
He remembered the little girl hiding in the closet, and the way she’d reached out to him. She was a woman now, and this time he couldn’t just pick her up and take her to safety. “I’m going to be as honest with you as I can, Livvy. So far, he hasn’t done anything we can push him on.”
“Stalking,” Noah snapped out. “Trespassing. Breaking and entering.”
“First you have to prove it.” Frank held up a hand. “If we manage to do that, the police might be able to hassle him, but not much more. A phone call with no specific threat, a gift and a flower put into an unlocked house. He could argue that he just wanted to make contact with the daughter he hasn’t seen in twenty years. There’s no law against it.”
“He’s a murderer.” Rob stopped his restless pacing and laid a hand on Olivia’s shoulder.
“Who’s served his time. And the fact is . . .” Frank scanned the faces in the room. “The contact may be all he wants.”
  
“Then why didn’t he speak to me, over the phone?”
Frank focused on Olivia. She was a little pale, but holding up well. Underneath the composure, he imagined her nerves were screaming. “I can’t get into his head. I never could. Maybe that’s why I could never put this one aside.”
You’re what’s left of Julie, Frank thought. All he has left of her. And you’re what helped put him away. And she knew it. He could see the knowledge of it burning in her eyes.
“What we can do is ask the local police to do some checking,” he continued. “Do what they can to find out if Tanner’s in the area.”
Olivia nodded again, kept her hands still in her lap. “And if he is?”
“They’ll talk to him.” And so will I, Frank thought. “If he contacts you, let me know about it right away. If there’s more, we may be able to push on the stalking.” He hesitated, then got to his feet. “Remember one thing, Livvy. He’s on your ground. Out of his element. And he’s alone. You’re not.”
It bolstered her, as it was meant to. She rose as well. “I’m glad you’re here.” She smiled at Celia. “Both of you.”
“We all are.” Val stepped forward. “I hope you’ll stay for dinner.”
“You have so much on your mind,” Celia began.
“We’d like you to stay.” Val laid a hand on Celia’s arm, and there was a plea in her eye, woman to woman.
“Then why don’t I give you a hand? I haven’t had a chance to tell you how much I like your home.” As they started out, with Celia’s arm draped over Val’s shoulders, Olivia wondered who was leading whom.
“I haven’t even offered you a drink.” Rob struggled to slip into the role of host. “What can I get you?”
Coffee, Frank started to say. He always drank coffee when he was working. But Olivia moved to Rob, slid her arm through his. “We have a really lovely Fumé Blanc. Noah’s fond of good wine. Why don’t you make yourselves comfortable while we open a bottle?”
  
“That would be nice. Wouldn’t mind stretching my legs a bit first. Noah, why don’t we take a walk?”
He wanted to object, to keep Olivia in sight. But it had been more order than request, and he knew there was a reason for it. “Sure. We’ll take a look at Mr. MacBride’s garden so you can mourn your own failure.” As much for himself as to make a point, he turned to Olivia, brushed a kiss over her mouth. “Be right back.”
Frank waited until they were outside. Even as they stepped off the porch, his eyes were scanning. “I take it there’s more between you and Livvy than the book.”
“I’m in love with her. I’m going to marry her.”
The sudden hitch in his step had Frank coming up short, blowing out a breath. “Next time, son, remember my age and tell me to sit down first.”
Noah was braced for a fight, craved one. “You have a problem with that?”
“No, anything but.” Calmly, Frank studied his son’s face. “But it sounds like you do.”
“I brought this on her.”
“No. No, you didn’t.” Deliberately he moved away from the house, wanting to be certain their voices didn’t carry through open windows. “If Tanner wanted to get to her, he’d have found a way. You didn’t lead him here, Noah.”
“The fucking book.”
“Maybe he looked at it as a tool, maybe he just wanted the spotlight again.” Frank shook his head. “Or maybe he started out wanting to tell his story, just as he told you. I’ve never been able to get a handle on him. I’ll tell you this, if you don’t keep your head clear, you never will either. And you won’t help her.”
“My head’s clear.” And his rage was cold. “Clear enough to know if I find him before the cops do, I’ll do more than talk. He’s terrorizing her, and he brought Mom into it. He’s used me for part of it.”
He strode around the edge of the garden, where the last soft light lay like silk over the celebration of flowers. “Goddamn it. I sat with him. I looked him in the eye. I listened to him. I’m supposed to know what’s inside people, when they’re stringing me along. And I’d started to believe he’d been innocent.”
“So had I at one point. Why did you?”
Noah jammed his hands into his pockets, stared into the trees. “He loved her. However fucked-up he was, he loved her. He still does. You can see it when he talks about her. She was it for him. I know what that feels like now. When you have that inside you, how can you get past it to kill?”
He shook his head before Frank could speak. “And that’s stupid because it happens all the time. Drugs, alcohol, obsession, jealousy. But a part of me bought into it, wanted to buy into it.”
“You love her. He’s her father. There’s something else, Noah. They found Caryn.”
“What?” For a minute the name meant nothing. “Doesn’t matter now.”
“It might. She turned up in New York. Hooked up with a photographer she met at a party. A rich photographer.”
“Good for her. Hope she stays there. A whole continent between us ought to be enough.” Then he thought of Mike. “Did they pull her in?”
“She was questioned. Denied it. Word is she got pretty violent in denying it.”
“Typical.”
“She also has an alibi for the night Mike was hurt. The party. A couple of dozen people saw her at this deal up in the hills.”
“So she slipped out for a while.”
“It doesn’t look like it. The alibi’s holding. We have the time of the attack narrowed to thirty minutes between when Mike got to the house and Dory found him. During that half-hour period, Caryn was snuggled up to the photographer in front of twenty witnesses.”
“That doesn’t . . .” He trailed off, felt his insides lurch. “Tanner? God.” He dragged his hands free, pressed his fingers to his eyes. “He knew where I lived. He was out by then, and he knew where to find me. The son of a bitch, what was the point?”
“Did you let him see any of your work?”
“No, of course not.”
“Could be as simple as that. He wanted to see where you were heading with it. Top billing was important to him, probably still is. And you’d have names, addresses in your files. Notes, tapes.”
“Revenge? Does it come down to that? Getting back at the people who testified against him?”
“I don’t know. But he’s dying, Noah. What does he have to lose?”
 
He had nothing to lose. So he sat, sipping his drink and watching night fall. The pain was nicely tucked under the cushion of drugs, and the drugs were dancing with alcohol.
Just like old times.
It made him want to laugh. It made him want to weep.
Time was running out, he thought. Wasn’t it funny, wasn’t it wonderfully funny how it had crawled for twenty years, only to sprint like a runner at the starting block now that he was free?
Free to do what? To die of cancer?
Sam studied the gun, lifted it, stroked it. No, he didn’t think he’d let the cancer kill him. All he needed was the guts.
Experimentally he turned the gun, looked keenly into the barrel, then slipped it like a kiss between his lips.
It would be fast. And if there was pain, it would be over before it really began. His finger flirted with the trigger.
He could do it. It was just another kind of survival, wasn’t it? He’d learned all about survival in prison.
But not yet. First there was Livvy.
Most of all, there was Livvy.
 
Through the meal, no one spoke of it. Conversation ran smoothly, gliding over underlying tensions. After the first ten minutes, Noah gazed at his mother with admiration. She drew Olivia out, chattering on about the Center, asking her opinion about everything from the plight of the northern pocket gopher—where did she get this stuff—to the mating habits of osprey.
He decided either Olivia was as skilled an actress as her mother had been, or she was enjoying herself.
Val lifted a bowl of herbed potatoes and passed them to Frank. “Have some more.”
“I’m going to have to make serious use of your health club tomorrow.” But he accepted the bowl and helped himself to another serving. “This is a fantastic meal, Val.”
“Frank tolerates my cooking,” Celia put in.
“Cooking?” Frank winked at Noah and handed off the bowl. “When did you start cooking?”
“Listen to that,” she said as she gave him a playful punch. “All the years I’ve slaved over a hot stove for my men.”
“All the tofu that gave their lives,” Noah murmured, and earned a punch of his own. “But you sure are pretty, Mom. Isn’t she pretty?” He grabbed her hand and kissed it.
“You think that gets around me?”
He scooped up potatoes. “Yeah.”
And that’s what did it for Val. How could she hold back against a boy who so clearly loved his mother? She lifted a basket, offered it. “Have another roll, Noah.”
“Thanks.” This time when he smiled at her, she smiled back.
They lingered over coffee. Under different circumstances, Noah mused, the MacBrides and the Bradys would have slipped into an easy friendship, without complications, with no shadows.
But the shadows were flickering back. He could see them in the way Olivia would glance at the windows, quick glimpses at the dark. The way his father studied the house, a cop’s assessment of security.
And he saw the strain on Val MacBride’s face when his parents got ready to leave.
  
“I’ll be at your naturalist talk at the Center tomorrow.” Celia slipped on a light jacket on. “And I’m hoping there’s still room for one more on your guided hike.”
“We’ll make room.”
Celia ignored Olivia’s extended hand and caught her up in a hard hug. “I’ll see you in the morning, then. Val, Rob, thanks for a wonderful meal.” And when she embraced Val, she murmured in her ear. “Stay strong. We’re right here.”
She gave Val’s back a bolstering pat, then took Noah’s arm. “Walk your mother to the car.” It would, they both knew, give Frank a chance to reassure the MacBrides.
Celia breathed deep of the night and wondered how Frank would feel about buying a little holiday cabin in the area. They were used to having their chick close by, after all.
It was a good place for roots, she thought, drawing in the scent of growing things. A good place for her son.
She turned to him, took his face in her hands. “You’re smart and you’re clever and you’ve always been a joy to me. If you let that girl get away, I’ll kick your butt.”
He lifted an eyebrow. “Do you know everything?”
“About you, I do. Have you asked her to marry you?”
“Sort of. She’s work. Yeah, just as you said she would be,” he added when Celia rolled her eyes. “But she’s not going to get away from me. And I’m not going to let anything happen to her.”
“I always wondered who you’d fall in love with and bring into our lives. And I always promised myself that whoever it was, no matter how irritated I might be by her, I’d be a quiet, noninterfering mother-in-law. And you can wipe that smirk off your face right now, young man.”
“Sorry. I thought I heard you say something about you being quiet.”
“I’ll ignore that, and tell you how much I appreciate you choosing a woman I can admire, respect and love.”
“I didn’t choose her. I think I ran out of choices the minute I saw her.”
  
“Oh.” Celia stepped back, sniffling. “That’s going to make me cry. I want grandbabies, Noah.”
“Is that from the quiet, noninterfering part of you?”
“Shut up.” Then she hugged him, held on fierce and tight. “Be careful. Please, be very careful.”
“I will. With her. With all of it.” He stared over his mother’s shoulder, into the shadows. “He’s not going to harm us.”






thirty-one
He waited until the house was quiet to go to her. He knocked softly but didn’t wait for her answer. And saw the moment she turned from the window that she hadn’t expected him.
“Did you really think I’d leave you alone tonight?”
“I don’t think it’s appropriate that we sleep together in my grandparents’ house.”
He had to give himself a minute. “Are you saying that to make me mad or because you actually believe the only reason I’m here is to sleep with you?”
She shrugged, then turned away again. The wind had risen to sing through the treetops. That, and the sound of the night birds, was a music that always soothed her.
But not tonight.
She’d tried a hot bath, the herbal tea her grandmother enjoyed before bedtime. They’d added yet another layer of fatigue to her body and did nothing to soothe her mind.
“I don’t have any objections to sex,” she said coolly, willing him to leave before she pulled him in any deeper. “But I’m tired, and my grandparents are sleeping at the end of the hallway.”
“Fine, go to bed.” He walked to her shelves, scanned the titles of books and plucked one at random. “I’ll just sit here and read awhile.”
She closed her eyes while her back was to him, then composing her features carefully, faced him. “Maybe we should straighten this out before it goes any further. The few days in the backcountry was fun. More fun than I’d expected. I like you, more than I anticipated. Because I do, I don’t want to hurt you.”
“Yes, you do.” He set the book aside, sat down. “The question is why.”
“I don’t want to hurt you, Noah.” Some of the emotion pumping inside her leaked into her voice. “We had an interesting time together, we had great sex. Now I’ve got a lot more on my mind. And the simple fact is I don’t want what you seem to believe you want from us. I’m not built for it.”
“You’re in love with me, Olivia.”
“You’re deluding yourself.” She shoved open the French doors and stepped out onto the narrow terrace.
“The hell I am.”
She hadn’t expected him to move that quickly, certainly not that quietly, but he was beside her, spinning her around, and the temper in his eyes was ripe and hot. “Do I have to make you say it?” He yanked her against him. “Is that the only way? You can’t even give me the words freely?”
“What if I am in love with you? What if I am?” She fought her way free, stood back with the wind whipping at her thin robe. “It won’t work. I won’t let it.” Her voice rose. With an effort, she controlled it before she gave in to the urge to shout. “Maybe if I didn’t care, I’d let it happen.”
“That makes sense, that explains everything. If you didn’t love me, we could be together.”
“Because it wouldn’t matter. I’m afraid, and you’d see to it I wasn’t alone. I’d let you do what you seem so hell-bent on doing and take care of me, at least until this is over.”
A little calmer, he reached out to touch the ends of her hair. “I knew it was a mistake to say that. Taking care of you isn’t taking you over, Liv.”
“You’ve got this nurturing streak. You can’t help yourself.”
The idea so completely baffled him, he could only stare. “No, I don’t.”
“Oh, for God’s sake.” She stormed past him, back into the room. “You want to look after everyone you care about. Listen to yourself sometime when you talk about Mike. You’re always coming to his rescue. You don’t even realize it. It’s second nature. It’s the same with your parents.”
“I don’t rescue my parents.”
“You tend to them, Noah. It’s lovely, really lovely. Just tonight, I’m listening to your mother talk about how you come by their house and try to save her flowers. Or how you go hang out with your father at the youth center, take him pizza.”
“He might starve otherwise. It’s not tending.” It was a word that made him want to squirm. “It’s just family.”
“No, it’s just you.” And she could have drowned in love with him for no other reason. He was beautiful—inside and out.
“You focus,” she continued. “You listen, and you make things matter. All the things I wanted to believe about you, all the ways I tried to tell myself you were shallow or careless were just ways to stop myself from feeling. Because I can’t.”
“Won’t,” he corrected. “I sound like a pretty good catch.” He started toward her. “Why are you trying to shake me off the hook?”
“I don’t come from the kind of people you come from. My mother was a victim, my father a murderer. That’s what I have inside me.”
“So everyone who comes from a difficult or violent background isn’t capable of love?”
“This isn’t a debate. I’m telling you the way it is. I’m telling you I don’t want to be involved with you.”
“How are you going to stop it?”
“I already have.” Her voice went flat and cool now as she turned toward the door. “We’re done. I’ve given you all I can give you on the book. There’s no need for you to stay past morning.”
He walked toward the door she opened. Her heart was bleeding as she shifted aside. Later she would tell herself she should have seen it coming, should have recognized the cool, reckless light in his eye.
He gripped her wrist to move it away from the knob. Closed the door. Turned the lock. “If we play it your way and I go along with the idea that you can turn your feelings on and off as easily as I turned that lock, then all we really had between us was business—which is concluded—and sex. Would that be an accurate statement?”
He had her backed against the door, trapped there. When the first shock passed, she realized he frightened her. And along with the fear rode a terrible excitement. “Close enough. It’s better that way, for both of us.”
“Sure, let’s keep it simple. If it’s just about sex—” He yanked the tie of her robe away. “Then let’s take it.”
She jerked her chin up, forced herself to meet his eyes. “Fine.”
But his mouth was already crushed to hers, tasting of fury and violence. His fingers plunged into her, ripping her over a brutal peak before her mind could keep pace with her body. She cried out, shock, denial, delight, and the sound was muffled against his ruthless mouth.
He tore her robe aside even as he drove her deeper, faster, into the pumping heat.
“It doesn’t matter. It’s just sex.” Hurt and anger speared through him, and he let the keener edge of desire rule.
His hands were rough when he dragged her to the bed, his body hard and demanding when he pressed down on hers. He gave her no time, no choice. But he gave her pleasure.
Her nails dug into his shoulders, but not in protest. Beneath his, her body shuddered and writhed, and the sounds in her throat were the low animal moans of mating.
This was not the playful tumble he’d shown her or the gentle thoroughness of seduction. Heat instead of warmth, greed unbalanced by generosity.
She tore at his clothes, and raked her nails down his sweat-slicked back. With oaths instead of promises, he jerked up her hips and slammed himself into her. She was hot and wet and fisted around him urgently as her body bowed up, a quaking bridge.
Her skin glinted with damp in the lamplight, her eyes stared, dark with shock, into his. She couldn’t survive it. It was one terrified thought that raced through her spinning brain. No one could survive this brutal heat, these battering fists of sensation.
She fought to swallow air and breathed out his name.
The orgasm sliced through her, twin edges of pleasure and pain. It opened her, left her helpless and exposed.
  
He hung on, like a man clinging to a ledge by his fingertips as the blood beat like thunder in his head, his heart, his loins. “Say it.” He panted it out, gripping her hips so that she had no choice but to take more of him. “Give me the words. Damn it, Liv, tell me now.”
His face filled her vision. There was nothing else. “I love you. Oh God.” Her hand slid away from him to lie limply on the bed. “Noah.”
He let go of the ledge, and when the last desperate thrust emptied him, he collapsed on her.
He could feel her trembling, and the staccato beat of her heart against his. Who won? he wondered and rolled away from her.
“I’m trying to be sorry for treating you that way,” he said. “But I’m not.”
“There wouldn’t be any point in it.” She was cold, she realized, growing cold because he was moving away.
“I won’t leave in the morning. I won’t leave until this is resolved. You’ll have to find a way to deal with that.”
“Noah.” She sat up, then began to shiver. “The lack’s in me. It’s not you.”
“That makes it just fine, then.” He rolled off the bed, scooped up his jeans. “I told my mother you were work. That’s not the half of it. You’re a battle, Liv. You’re a fucking combat zone, and I never know if you’re going to wave the white flag, attack, or just turn tail and retreat. And maybe you’re right.” He jammed his legs into the pants and dragged them up. “Maybe it’s just not worth it.”
It was the first time in six years he’d hurt her, really hurt her. She stared, speechless as the shock wave of it shook through her. The words were lethal enough, but he’d said them with such steely finality, with such a wintry indifference that she wrapped her arms tight to ward off the vicious chill.
“You’re cold.” He reached down for her robe, tossed it onto the tangled sheets. “Go to bed.”
“You think you can speak to me like that, then walk away?”
“Yeah, I do.” He found what was left of his shirt and stuffed it in his pocket.
  
“You son of a bitch.” He only lifted a brow when she scrambled off the bed, punched her arms through the sleeves of her robe. “I’m a combat zone? Well, who the hell asked you to sign up for the fight?”
“I guess we can say I was drafted. Lock those outside doors,” he instructed and turned to leave.
“Don’t you dare walk out. You started this. You can’t possibly understand. You have no idea what it’s like for me. You pop into my life whenever you damn well please, and I’m just supposed to go along?”
“You kick me out of your life whenever you damn well please,” he retorted. “And I’m just supposed to go along.”
“You want to talk about love and marriage, building houses, having children, and I don’t know what’s going to happen tomorrow.”
“Is that all? Well, just let me consult my crystal ball.”
Ordinarily, the killing look she shot him would have made him want to grin. Now he simply studied her with mild interest as she swore at him and spun away to pace. “Always a slick answer, always a joke. I just want to slap you.”
“Go ahead. I don’t hit girls.”
He knew that would do it. She stopped on a dime, swung around all balled fists, quivering muscles and fiery eyes. Her breath heaved as she fought for control, and her cheeks flushed with furious color.
Under the wall of temper he’d built leaked a stream of sheer admiration for her willpower. She wanted to wale into him but wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. God, what a woman.
“I prefer being civilized,” she told him.
“No, you don’t. But you’re probably smart enough to know if you take a swipe at me we’ll just end up in bed again. You lose control there, when I’m touching you, when I’m inside you. You forget to pick up all the emotional baggage you’ve carted around all your life, and it’s just you and me.”
“Maybe you’re right. Maybe you’re exactly right. But I can’t spend my life in bed with you, and the baggage is right there waiting when I get up.”
“So throw some of it out, Liv, and travel light.”
“You’re so smug, aren’t you?” She detested the bitter taste of the words. “With your nice, cozy suburban childhood? Mom and Dad puttering around the house on weekends and you and all your pals ready to ride your bikes to the park after school.”
Progress, he thought, and settled into the fight. Finally, she was cutting through the shield. “I’d say it wasn’t quite like Beaver Cleaver, but you wouldn’t know who the hell I was talking about since you didn’t watch TV.”
“That’s right, I didn’t. Because my grandmother was afraid they’d run a story on my mother, or I’d turn it on and see one of her movies or one of the movies made about her. I didn’t go to school because someone might have recognized me, and there’d be talk. Or there’d be an accident. Or God knows. I didn’t have my parents lazing around the house on a Sunday afternoon because one was dead and the other in prison.”
“So how can you have a normal life now? That’s a pitiful excuse for being afraid to trust your own feelings.”
“And what if it is?” Shame tried to wash through her temper, but she damned it up. “Who are you to judge me? Who have you lost? You can’t know what it’s like to lose one of the most vital people in your life to violence. To see it. To be part of it.”
“For Christ’s sake, my father was a cop. Every time he strapped on his weapon and left the house, I knew he might not come back. Some nights when he was late, I’d sit by the window in the dark and wait for his car.” He’d never told anyone that, not even his mother. “I lost him a thousand different ways over a thousand different nights in my head. Don’t tell me I don’t understand. My heart breaks for you, for what you lost, but goddamn it, don’t tell me I don’t understand.”
Because it ripped at him, he swung around toward the door. “The hell with this.”
“Wait.” She would have rushed to the door to stop him, but her knees were shaking. “Please. I didn’t think. I didn’t think of it.” Her eyes were damp and bleak. “I’m sorry. Don’t go. Please, don’t go. I need air.”
She made it through the terrace doors, reached out for the banister and held on to it. When she heard him step out behind her, she closed her eyes. Relief, shame, love ran through her in a twisting river.
“I’m a mess, Noah. I’ve always set goals and marched right toward them. It was the only way I could get through everything. I could put what happened out of my head for long periods of time and just focus on what I was going to do, what I would accomplish. I didn’t make friends. I didn’t put any effort into it. People were just a distraction. No, don’t.” She said it quietly and shifted aside when he brushed a hand over her hair. “I don’t think I can tell you if you’re touching me.”
“You’re shivering. Come inside and we’ll talk.”
“I’m better outside. I’m always better outside.” She drew a deep breath. “I took my first lover two weeks after you came to see me at college. I let myself think I was a little in love with him, but I wasn’t. I was in love with you. I fell in love with you when you sat down beside me on the riverbank, near the beaver dam, and you listened to me. It wasn’t a crush.”
She gathered the courage to turn then, to face him. “I was only twelve, but I fell in love with you. When I saw you again, it was as if everything inside me had just been waiting. Just waiting, Noah. After you left, I closed all that off again. You were right, what you said about my turning my feelings on and off. I could. I did. I went to bed with someone else just to prove it. It was cold, calculated.”
“I’d hurt you.”
“Yes. And I made sure I remembered that. I made sure I could pull that out so you couldn’t do it again. Even after all this time, I didn’t want to believe you could understand what I felt. About what happened to my mother, to me, to my family. But I think a part of me always knew you were the only one who really could. The book isn’t just for you.”
“No, it isn’t.”
“I don’t know if—I’m not sure—” She broke off again, shook her head in frustration. “I wanted to make you go. I wanted to make you mad enough to go because no one’s ever mattered to me the way you do. It terrifies me.”
“I won’t hurt you again, Liv.”
“Noah, it’s not that.” Her eyes glowed against the dark. “It’s the other way around this time. What’s inside of me, what could be in there and could leap out one day and—”
“Stop it.” The order cut her off like a slap. “You’re not your father any more than I’m mine.”
“But you know yours, Noah.” Still, for the first time she reached out to touch him, laid a hand on his cheek. “Everything I feel for you . . . it fills me up inside. All the places I didn’t know were empty, they’re just full of you.”
“Christ, Liv.” His voice went rough and thick. “Can’t you see it’s the same for me?”
“Yes. Yes, I can. I’ve been happier with you than I thought I could be. More with you than I thought I wanted to be. But even with that, I’m afraid of the things that you want. The things you have a right to expect. I don’t know if I can give them to you or how long it’ll take me. But I do know I love you.”
She remembered the words he’d used to tell her and gave them back to him. “I’m so completely in love with you. Can that be enough for now?”
He reached up to take the hand that rested on his cheek, to press his lips to the center of her palm like a promise. “That’s exactly enough for now.”
Later, he dreamed of running through the forest, with the chill damp soaking through the fear sweat on his skin and his heart galloping in wild hoofbeats in his chest. Because he couldn’t find her, and the sound of her scream was like a sword slicing through his gut.
He woke with a jerk to the pale silver of oncoming dawn with the last fierce call of an owl dying in the air. And Olivia curled warm against him.
 
The rain was holding off. But it would come before nightfall. Olivia could just smell the testing edge of it in the air as she guided her group into the trees. She’d done a head count of fifteen and had been foolishly grateful to see Celia among them.
The fact that she was there had been enough to help Olivia convince Noah to take some time in his quiet room to work.
She explained the cycle of survival, succession, tolerance of the rain forest. The give and take, the nurturing of life by the dead.
It was the trees that always caught the attention first, the sheer height of them. Out of habit, Olivia took the time to let her audience crane their necks, murmur in awe, snap their pictures while she talked of the significance and purpose of the overstory. It always took a while before people began to notice the smaller things.
Her talks were never carved in stone. She was good at gauging the pace and rhythm of her group and gearing a talk to suit it. She moved along to point out the deep grooves that identified the bark of the Douglas fir, the faint purple cast of the cones of the western hemlock.
Every tree had a purpose, even if it was to die and become a breeding ground for saplings, for fungi, for lichen. If it was to fall, striking others down, it would leave a tear in the overstory so that busy annuals could thrive in the swath of sunlight.
It always amused her when they moved deeper and the light became dimmer, greener, that her groups would become hushed. As if they’d just stepped into a church.
As she lectured, she followed the familiar pattern, scanning faces to see who was listening, who was simply there because their parents or spouse had nagged them into it. She liked to play to those especially, to find something to intrigue them so that when they stepped out into the light again, they took something of her world with them.
A man caught her eye. He was tall, broad at the shoulders, with a fresh sunburn on his face that indicated someone unused to or unwise in the sun. He wore a hat and a long-sleeved shirt with jeans so obviously new they could have stood on their own. Despite the soft light, he kept his sunglasses in place. She couldn’t see his eyes through the black lenses but sensed they were on her face. That he was listening.
She smiled at him, an automatic response to his attentiveness. And her gaze had already moved on when his body jerked in reaction.
She had an avid amateur photographer in the group who was crouched by a nurse log, lens to fungi. She used his interest as a segue, identifying the oyster mushroom he was trying to capture on film.
She shifted over, pointed out a ring of lovely pure white caps. “These are called Destroying Angels and while rare here are deadly.”
“They’re so beautiful,” someone commented.
“Yes. Beauty is often deadly.”
Her gaze was drawn back to the man in the sunglasses. He’d moved closer, and while most of the others were hunting up other groups of mushroom and chattering, he stood still and silent. As if waiting.
“Any of you who go on unguided hikes or camp in the area, please exercise caution. However appealing nature may be, however lovely, it has its own defenses. Don’t think that if you see an animal has nibbled on a mushroom or a berry patch, that makes it safe. It’s wiser, and your experience in the forest will be more enjoyable, if you simply look.”
There was a peculiar tightness in her chest, a sensation that made her want to rub the heel of her hand between her breasts to loosen it. She recognized it—an early warning of a panic attack.
Stupid, she told herself, taking steady breaths as she took the group on a winding trail around nurse logs and ferns. She was perfectly safe. There was nothing here but the forest she knew and a handful of tourists.
The man had moved closer yet, close enough so that she could see a light sheen of sweat on his face. She felt cold and vaguely queasy.
  
“The cool dampness—” Why was he sweating? she wondered. “The cool dampness,” she began again, “in the Olympic rain forest provides the perfect environment for the exuberant growth you see around you. It supports the greatest weight of living matter, per acre, in the world. All the ferns, mosses and lichens you see live here epiphytically. Meaning they make their life on another plant, whether in the overstory of the forest, on the trunks of living trees or in the corpse of a dead one.”
The image of her mother’s body flashed into her mind. “While many of the plants we see here grow elsewhere, it’s only in this area that many of the species reach true perfection. Here on the west side of the Olympic Mountains, in the valleys of Ho, Quinault and Queets, there is the ideal blend of saturation, mild temperatures and topography in perfect proportions to support this prime-temperate rain forest.”
The routine of lecture steadied her. The smattering of comments and questions engaged her mind.
The call of an eagle had everyone looking up. Though this thick canopy barred the sky, Olivia used the moment to shift into an explanation of some of the birds and mammals found in the forest.
The man in the sunglasses bumped against her, gripped her arm. She jolted and had nearly shoved him away when she saw he’d tripped in a tangle of vine maple.
“I’m sorry.” His voice was barely a whisper, but his hand stayed on her arm. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
“You didn’t. The vine maple’s been tripping up hikers for centuries. Are you all right? You look a little shaky.”
“I’m . . . You’re so . . .” His fingers trembled on her arm. “You’re very good at your job. I’m glad I came today.”
“Thank you. We want you to enjoy yourself. Do I know you?”
“No.” His hand slid down her arm, brushed lightly over the back of hers, then dropped away. “No, you don’t know me.”
“You look like someone. I can’t quite place it. Have you—”
  
“Miss! Oh, Miss MacBride, can you tell us what these are?”
“Yes, of course. Excuse me a minute.” She skirted over to a trio of women who huddled around a large sheet of dark red lichen. “It’s commonly called dog lichen. You can see—if you use your imagination—the illusion of dog’s teeth in the rows.”
The pressure was back, like a vise around her ribs. She caught herself rubbing her hand where the man’s fingers had brushed.
She knew him, she told herself. There was something . . . She turned around to look at him again. He was gone.
Heart pumping, she counted heads. Fifteen. She’d signed on for fifteen, and she had fifteen. But he’d been there, first at the edges of the group, then close in.
She walked over to Celia. “You’re wonderful,” Celia told her and gave her a brilliant smile. “I want to live right here, with dog lichen and Destroying Angels and licorice ferns. I can’t believe how much you know.”
“Sometimes I forget I’m supposed to entertain as well as educate and get too technical.”
Celia skimmed her gaze over the group. “Looks to me like everyone is well entertained.”
“I hope so. Did you happen to notice a tall man, short gray hair, sunglasses. Sunburned, good build. Mid-sixties, I guess.”
“Actually, I haven’t paid much attention to the people. I got caught up. Lose someone?”
“No, I . . . No,” she said more firmly. “He must have been out on his own and just joined in for a bit. It’s nothing.” But she rubbed the back of her hand again. “Nothing.”
 
When she got back to the Center, Olivia was pleased to see several members of her group had been interested enough to head to the book area. A good guided hike could generate nice sales of books.
“Why don’t I buy you lunch?” Celia asked.
“Thanks, but I really have work.” She caught the look, sighed a little. “You don’t have to worry. I’m going to be chained to my desk for quite a while. Then I have an interior lecture scheduled and another guided hike, then another lecture. The only place I’ll be alone until six o’clock is in my office.”
“What time’s the first lecture?”
“Three o’clock.”
“I’ll be here.”
“At this rate, I’ll have to offer you a job.”
Celia laughed, then gave Olivia’s shoulder a little squeeze. “It’s annoying, isn’t it, having people hovering.”
“Yes.” The minute she said it, she winced. “I’m sorry. That was rude. I didn’t mean—”
“I’d hate it, too,” Celia interrupted, then surprised Olivia by kissing her cheek. “We’ll get along very well, Liv. I promise. I’ll see you at three.”
Oddly amused, Olivia walked through the Center to the concession area and picked up a Coke and a box of raisins to fortify her through the paperwork on her desk.
She detoured, winding through each area on the way to her office. When she realized she was looking for the man with the sunburned face, she ordered herself to stop being an idiot.
She pulled off her cap, stuck it in her back pocket, then carried her snack to her office. As she stepped inside, she checked her watch to gauge her time.
Two paces from her desk, she froze. And stared at the single white rose lying across the blotter. The can of Coke slipped out of her hand and landed with a thud at her feet.
His face had changed. Twenty years—twenty years in prison had changed it. Somehow she’d known, but she hadn’t been prepared. Breathing shallowly she rubbed the hand he’d touched.
“Daddy. Oh God.”
 
He’d been so close. He’d touched her. He’d put his hand on her, and she hadn’t known who he was. She’d looked into his face and hadn’t known him.
All those years ago, with the security glass between them, Jamie had told him Olivia would never know him.
  
His daughter, and she’d given him the absent smile of one stranger to another.
He sat on a bench in deep shade, washed down pills with bottled water. Wiped the clammy sweat from his face with a handkerchief.
She would know him, he promised himself. Before another day passed, she would look at him and know him. Then it would be finished.






thirty-two
It irritated Noah that he couldn’t connect with Lucas Manning. Unavailable. Out of town. Incommunicado. He wanted a follow-up interview, and he wanted it soon.
Then there was Tanner himself.
Oh, they’d talk again all right, Noah thought as he pushed himself away from his laptop and paced to the window. He had a great deal to say to Sam Tanner. Maybe the son of a bitch thought the book would be a tool, perhaps even a weapon. But it was going to be neither.
When it was done, it would be the truth. And when it was done, if he had any skill, it would be a closing for Olivia.
The closing of that hideous part of her life and the opening of their life together.
She would be finished with her guided hike by now, he decided. And he could use a break from the book. So what was stopping him from going over to the Center? She might be a little annoyed, accuse him of checking up on her.
Well, that was something she’d have to get used to. He intended to spend the next sixty years, give or take, making sure she was safe and happy.
He shut down his machine and walked downstairs through the empty house. The MacBrides were at the lodge, and he imagined his mother had nudged them into having a meal with her. Bless her heart.
He checked the doors before he left, making sure they were secured. And, as a cop’s son, just shook his head at the locks. Anyone who wanted in, he thought, would get in.
He’d learned that the hard way.
Following instinct, he detoured toward the garden, and casting one guilty look over his shoulder, plucked a handful of flowers to take to Olivia.
  
They’d make her smile, he thought, even as she pretended to be peeved that he’d stolen them from her grandfather.
He straightened quickly at the sound of a car and remembered he hadn’t thought to hook his knife onto his belt. The wavering sun glinted off chrome and glass, then cleared so that he recognized Jamie Melbourne at the wheel.
By the time he’d walked to the car, she’d shoved the door open and jumped out. “Are they all right? Is everyone all right?”
“Everyone’s fine.”
“Oh God.” She leaned weakly against the fender, dragged a hand through her hair. She wasn’t quite as polished as usual, he noted. Her makeup was sketchy, her eyes shadowed and her simple slacks and blouse travel-crushed.
“I—all the way up here, I imagined all sorts of things.” She dropped her hand, closed her eyes a moment. “My mother called me last night, told me. She said he’d been here. Inside the house.”
“It looks that way. Why don’t you sit down?”
“No, no, I’ve been sitting. On the plane, in the car. I couldn’t get here any sooner. She didn’t want me to come, but I had to. I had to be here.”
“No one’s seen him, at least not that I’ve heard. Liv’s at the Center, and your parents are at the lodge with mine.”
“Good. Okay.” She heaved out a long breath. “I’m not a hysterical person. I think once you’ve faced the worst and survived it, you cope with anything. But I came very, very close to losing it last night. David was in Chicago, and I couldn’t reach him for what seemed like hours. It probably wasn’t more than twenty minutes until my brain clicked back and I thought of his cell phone.”
Because she looked as if she needed it, Noah gave her a smile. “I love technology.”
“I sure had good thoughts about it last night. Nothing’s ever sounded so good as his voice. He’s on his way. Canceled the rest of his meetings. We all need to be together until . . .” Her eyes went dark. “Until what, Noah?”
“Until it’s over,” was all he said.
  
“Well, I’d better get my bag inside—and have a good, stiff drink.”
“I’ll get it for you.”
“No, it’s just a carry-on. God knows what I threw in it this morning. I probably have a cocktail dress and hiking boots in there. And, to be honest, I could use a few minutes on my own to pull it together.”
“I just locked up.” He pulled the key Rob had unearthed for him out of his pocket.
“I bet they haven’t done that more than half a dozen times since I was born.” She took the key, studied it. “How’s my mother holding up?”
“She’s tougher than you think. Maybe than she thought.”
“I hope you’re right,” Jamie murmured as she opened the trunk and pulled out a tote. “Well, I’ve got about six thousand calls to make to finish shifting my schedule around.” She slung the tote strap over her shoulder, then glanced at the flowers in Noah’s hand. “Going to see your girl.”
“That was the plan.”
“I like your plan. I think you’re good for her.” She studied his face. “You’re a sturdy one under it all, aren’t you, Noah Brady?”
“She’ll never have to worry if I’ll be there, never have to wonder if I love her.”
“That’s nice.” The fatigue seemed to lift from her eyes. “I know just how important that is. It’s funny, Julie wanted that—no, more than that—and I found it. I’m glad her daughter has, too.”
He waited until she was in the house, until she’d locked the door behind her. With his senses alert, he walked into the trees to follow the trail to the Center.
 
From the shadows he watched, turning the weapon in his hand. And weeping.
 
Olivia was dead calm, and she was damn well going to stay that way. For ten minutes after seeing the rose, she’d sat on the floor, shaking. But she hadn’t run. She’d fought back the panic, pulled herself to her feet.
She’d ordered herself to be calm and to act. As quietly as possible, she asked every member of the staff she could find if they’d noticed anyone going into her office. Each time the answer was no, and each time she followed it up by giving a description of her father, as she’d seen him that morning.
When she had all the answers she could gather, she walked outside and started toward the lodge.
“Hey!”
Her body wanted to jerk, and she forced it still. Then absorbed the flow of relief when she saw Noah coming across the parking lot toward her.
Normal, she promised herself. She would be normal.
“My grandfather’s going to scalp you for picking his prize lilies.”
“No, he won’t, because he’ll know I was swept away by romance.”
“You’re an idiot. Thank you.”
She gave him the smile he’d expected, but there was strain at the edges. “You need a break. Why don’t you get someone to fill in for you the rest of the day?”
“I need to do my job. It’s important to me. I was just about to go over and find Frank.” She glanced around. People were coming and going. In and out of the lodge, the Center, the forest. “Let’s sit down a minute.”
She led him around the side and to a bench in the deep shade where her father had sat a short time before.
“There’s another white rose. It was on my desk in my office.”
“Go inside the lodge.” Noah’s voice was cool. “I’ll look around.”
“No, wait. I questioned the staff. No one noticed anyone going into my office. But a couple of them did notice someone this morning when I was setting up the group out here. A tall man, short gray hair, sunburned. He wore dark glasses and a fielder’s cap, stiff new jeans and a blue long-sleeved shirt.” She pressed her lips together. “I noticed him, too, during the hike. He slipped into the group. I kept getting this feeling, this uneasiness, but I couldn’t pin it down. He spoke to me. He touched my hand. I didn’t recognize him. He’s changed, he looks old—years older than he should and . . . hard. But part of me knew. And when I saw the rose, his face was right there. My father.”
“What did he say to you, Liv?”
“It wasn’t anything important, just that I was good at my job, that he was glad he’d come. Funny, isn’t it, twenty years down the road and he compliments me on my work. I’m all right,” she said when Noah put his arm around her. “I’m okay. I always wondered what it would be like if I saw him again. It was nothing like I imagined. Noah, he didn’t look like a monster. He looked ill, and tired. How could he have done what he did, how could he be doing this now, and just look tired?”
“I doubt he knows the answer to that himself. Maybe he’s just caught up, Liv, in the then and the now. And he just can’t stop.”
He caught a movement, a bit of color, shifted his gaze. And watched Sam Tanner step out of the forest. Noah got to his feet, gripped a hand on Olivia’s arm to pull her up beside him.
“Go into the lodge, find my father. Then stay there.”
She saw him, too, just at the moment when he spotted them, when he stopped short on the far edge of the parking lot. They stared at each other in the windy silence, as they had once stared at each other across a bloody floor.
Then he turned and walked quickly toward the trees.
“Go find my father,” Noah repeated and in a quick movement, unsnapped her knife sheath from her belt. “Tell him what happened here. Then stay.” He turned, took her hard by the shoulders. “Do you hear me, Liv? You stay inside. With my mother. Call your aunt at the house. Tell her to stay put, with the doors locked.”
“What? Aunt Jamie?”
  
“She got here just as I was leaving. Do it now.”
She shook herself to break out of the fog, then watched in dull horror as Noah strapped her knife to his own belt. “No, you’re not going after him.”
He simply gave her one steel-edged look, then turned her in the direction of the lodge. “Go inside now.”
“You won’t find him.” She shouted it, snatching at Noah’s arm as he strode away. “You don’t know what he’s capable of if you do.”
“He doesn’t know what I’m capable of either. Goddamn it.” He whirled on her, fury hardening his face. “Love isn’t enough. You have to trust me. Go get your cop, and let’s deal with this.”
With no choice, Olivia watched him sprint to the trees and vanish.
 
Noah had to rely on his senses. His hearing, straining to catch the rustling of brush. To the left? The right? Straight ahead. As he moved deeper, the false green twilight fell so that he strained his eyes, waiting to see a movement, the subtle sway of a low branch, the vibration of a thickly tangled vine.
He was younger, faster, but the forest itself could cloak prey as well as hunter.
He moved deeper, keeping his breathing slow and even so the soft sound of it wouldn’t distract him. As he walked, his boots treading silently on the cushion of moss, he could hear the low rumble of thunder.
A storm was brewing.
“There’s no point in running, Tanner,” he called out as he closed his hand over the hilt of Olivia’s knife. It never occurred to him to wonder if he could use it. “It’s already over. You’ll never get to her. You’ll never touch her.”
His own voice echoed back to him, cold and still, and was followed by the strident call of a bird and the rush of wind through high branches.
Instinct had him winding in the direction of the house, into the thick beauty of the ripe summer forest, past the gleaming white river of deadly mushrooms, around the delicate sea of fanning ferns.
Rain began to hiss through the canopy and slither in thin trickles to the greedy green ground.
“She’s your own daughter. What good will it do you? What point is there in hurting her now?”
“None.” Sam stepped out from the bulk of a fir. The gun in his trembling hand gleamed dull silver. “There was never a point. Never a reason. I thought you knew.”
 
Olivia hit the doors of the lobby and burst inside. She looked frantically right and left. Guests were milling around or parked on the sofas and chairs. The hum of conversation roared in her ears.
She didn’t know where to find Frank. The dining room, the library, his own suite, one of the terraces. The lodge was a honeycomb of rooms and carefully arranged spaces where guests could loiter at their leisure.
Noah was already in the forest. She couldn’t take the time.
She spun on her heel, raced to the front desk. “Mark.”
She grabbed the young desk clerk, dragged him toward the door leading to the back rooms. “My grandparents, have you seen them?”
“An hour or so ago. They came through with some people. What’s the matter? What’s the problem?”
“Listen to me.” Panic was trying to claw through control. “Listen carefully, it’s important. I need you to find Frank Brady. He’s a guest here. I need you to find him as quickly as you can. You tell him . . . Are you listening to me?”
“Yeah.” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “Sure. Frank Brady.”
“You find him, and you find him fast. You tell him that Sam Tanner went into the forest. The east side, Lowland Trail. Have you got that.”
“East side, Lowland Trail.”
“Tell him Noah went after him. Tell him that. Get one of the staff to call my house. My aunt’s there. She’s to stay inside. It’s vital that she stay inside and wait to hear from me. No one’s to go into the forest. Make an announcement. No one’s to go in there until I clear it. Do whatever you can to keep guests in or around the lodge. Whatever it takes.”
“Inside? But why—”
“Just do it,” she snapped. “Do it now.” And shoving him aside, she sprinted into the rear office.
She needed something, anything. Some kind of weapon. A defense. Frantic, she swept her hands over the desk, yanked open drawers.
She saw the scissors, the long silver blades, and snatched at them. Was it justice? she wondered as they trembled in her hand. Or was it just fate?
She slid the blades under her belt, secured the eyes of the handles and bolted.
The rain began to fall as she raced out of the clearing and into the trees.
 
Noah’s mind was clear as glass, detached from the physical jeopardy of the gun and focused on the man. A part of him knew he could die here, in the verdant darkness, but he moved past it and faced whatever hand fate had begun to deal him twenty years before.
“No point, Sam? All of it, all those years you spent away come down to you and me standing in the rain?”
“You’re just a bonus. I didn’t expect to talk to you again. I’ve got some tapes for you. For the book.”
“Still looking to be the star? I won’t make you one. Do you think I’ll let you walk out of here, give her one more moment’s pain? You’ll never touch her.”
“I did.” Sam lifted his free hand, rubbed his thumb and fingertips together. “I was so close. I could smell her. Just soap. She grew up so pretty. She has a stronger face than Julie’s. Not as beautiful, but stronger. She looked at me. She looked right at me and didn’t know me. Why would she?” he murmured. “Why would she know me? I’ve been as dead to her as her mother for twenty years.”
“Is that why you arranged all this? To come alive for her? Start me on the book so I’d dig up old memories. Put you back in her head, so when you got out you could start on her.”
“I wanted her to remember me. Goddamn it, I’m her father, I wanted her to remember me.” He lifted his hand again, drilled his fingertips into his temple where pain began to hammer. “I’ve got a right. A right to at least that.”
“You lost your rights to her.” Noah edged closer. “You’re not part of her anymore.”
“Maybe not, but she’s part of me. I’ve waited nearly a third of my life just to tell her that.”
“And to terrify her because she knows what you are, she saw what you were. She was a baby, innocent, and taking that innocence wasn’t enough? You sent the music box to remind her that you weren’t done. And the phone calls, the white roses.”
“Roses.” A dreamy smile came to his lips. “I used to put a white rose on her pillow. My little princess.” He pressed his hand to the side of his head again, dragging it back, knocking his cap aside. “They don’t make drugs like they used to. The kind I remember, you’d never feel the pain.”
He blinked, his eyes narrowing abruptly. “Music box?” He gestured with the gun, an absent gesture that had Noah halting. “What music box?”
“The Blue Fairy. The one you broke the night you knocked your wife around in Olivia’s room.”
“I don’t remember. I was coked to my eyeballs.” Then his eyes cleared. “The Blue Fairy. I knocked it off her dresser. I remember. She cried, and I told her I’d buy her another one. I never did.”
“You sent her one a few days ago.”
“No. I’d forgotten. I should have made that up to her. I shouldn’t have made her cry. She was such a good little girl. She loved me.”
Despite the cold wall of rage, pity began to eke through. “You’re sick and you’re tired. Put the gun down and I’ll take you back.”
“For what? More doctors, more drugs? I’m already dead, Brady. I’ve been dead for years. I just wanted to see her again. Just once. And just once, I wanted her to see me. She’s all I have left.”
“Put the gun down.”
With a puzzled expression, Sam glanced down at the gun in his hand. Then he began to laugh. “You think this is for you? It’s for me. I didn’t have the guts to use it. I’ve been gutless all my fucking life. And you know what, Brady, you know what I figured out when I stuck the barrel in my mouth? When I had my finger on the trigger and couldn’t pull it?”
His voice became confident and clear. “I didn’t kill Julie. I wouldn’t have had the guts.”
“Let’s go talk about it.” As Noah stepped forward, reaching out with one hand for the gun, there was a crash in the brush, a blur of movement.
He felt pain rip along his shoulder as he turned, heard a scream that wasn’t his own. He saw David Melbourne’s contorted face as the force of the attack sent him ramming against Sam, tumbling them both to the ground.
Noah rolled aside, agony spearing through his wounded shoulder as he thrust his hands up, caught the wrist of David’s knife hand. Noah’s lips peeled back in a snarl of effort as his bloody hands began to slip.
The blade stabbed into the rain-slimed moss, a breath from his face. Rearing up, Noah bucked him aside, then rolled for the gun that lay on the ground.
As he snatched it up, David fled into the trees.
“I never thought of him.” With the side of his face scratched and oozing blood, Sam crawled over. His eyes were glassy from the pain rolling inside his head. “I should have known, because I never thought of him. A dozen other men, I thought of them. She would never have looked at them, that was my delusion, but I thought of them. Never him.”
As he spoke, he fumbled to tie his handkerchief around the gash in Noah’s shoulder. “He should’ve just waited for me to die instead of trying to kill me.”
  
Wincing against the pain, Noah gripped Sam’s shirtfront. “Not you. It’s Olivia he wants now.”
“No.” Fear coated over the agony in his eyes. “No, not Livvy. We have to find him. Stop him.”
There wasn’t time to debate. “He’s heading deeper in, but he may circle around, head toward the house.” Noah hesitated only a moment. “Take this.” He unsnapped Olivia’s sheath. “They’re looking for you by now. If my father comes across you with a gun—”
“Frank’s here?”
“That’s right. Melbourne won’t get far. You head toward the house. I’ll do what I can to pick up his trail.”
“Don’t let him hurt Livvy.”
Noah checked the gun and raced into the green.
 
Olivia wanted to rush headlong into the trees, run blindly through the shadows, shout for Noah. It took every ounce of control to move slowly, to look for signs.
Her turf, she reminded herself.
But there’d been dozens of people in that edge of the forest, leaving crisscrossing prints. The ground was percolating with rain now, and she would lose even these prints if she didn’t choose soon. He’d come in at a sprint, she remembered, and judged the length between strides.
Noah had long legs.
So did her father.
She headed due south and into the gloom.
The rain was alive, murmuring as it forced its way through the tangle of vines and drapery overhead. The air was thick with it and the pervasive scent of rot. Small creatures scurried away, sly rustles in the dripping brush. And as the wind cooled the treetops, a thin fog skinned over the ground and smoked over her boots.
She moved more quickly now, trying to outpace the fear. Every shadow was a terror, every shape a threat. Ferns, slick with rain, slithered around her legs as she hurried deeper into the forest and farther away from safety.
She lost the trail, backtracked, could have wept with frustration. The quiet chuckle of panic began to dance in her chest. She focused on the forest floor, searching for a sign. And caught her breath with relief, with something almost like triumph, when she picked up the tracks again.
Nerves skipped and skidded over her skin as she followed the trail of the man she loved. And of the man who’d shattered her life.
When she heard the scream, fear plunged into her heart like a killing blade.
She forgot logic, she forgot caution and she ran as though her life depended on it.
Her feet slipped, sliding wild over the moldering ground. Fallen logs seemed to throw themselves into her path, forcing her to leap and stumble. Fungi, slimy with rain, burst wetly under her boots. She went down hard, tearing moss with the heels of her hands, sending shock waves stinging into her knees.
She lunged to her feet, breathless, pushed herself off the rough bark of a hemlock and pushed blindly through vines that snaked out to snatch at her arms and legs. She beat and ripped at them, fought her way clear.
Rain soaked her hair, dripped into her eyes. She blinked it away and saw the blood.
It was soaking into the ground, going pale with wet. Shaking, she dropped to her knees, touched her fingertips to the stain, and brought them back, red and wet.
“Not again. No, not again.” She rocked herself, mourning in the sizzle of rain, cringing into a ball as the fear hammered at her, screamed into her mind, burst through her body like a storm of ice.
“Noah!” She shouted it once, listened to the grieving echo of it. Shoving to her feet, she ran her smeared fingers over her face, then screamed it.
With her only thought to find him, she began to run.
 
He’d lost his direction, but he thought he still had the scent of his quarry. The gun was familiar in his hand now, as if it had always been there. He never doubted he could use it. It was part of him now. Everything that was primitive about the world he was in was inside him now.
Life and death and the cold-blooded will to survive.
Twenty years, the man had hidden what he was, what he’d done. He’d let another grow old in a cage, had played the devoted husband to his victim’s sister, the indulgent uncle to her daughter.
Murder, bloody murder had been locked inside him, while he prospered, while he posed. And when the key had started to turn in the door to Sam Tanner’s cage, it had set murder free again.
The break-ins, the attack on Mike. An attempt to stop the book, Noah thought as he moved with deliberate strides through the teeming woods. To beat back the guilt, the fear of exposure that must have tried to claw out of him hundreds of times over twenty long years.
And once again, he’d turned the focus on Sam, once again structured his acts to point the accusations at an innocent man.
But this time it was Olivia he’d hunted. Fear that she’d seen him that night, would remember some small detail that had been tucked in a corner of her mind all this time. A detail that might jibe with the story Sam wanted to tell.
Yes, it was logical, the cold-blooded logic that would fit a man who could murder his wife’s sister, then live cozily with her family for another generation.
Then the balance had shifted on him, with the possibility of a book, another in-depth look at the case, the interviews with Olivia urging her to talk about the night her family had conveniently buried along with Julie.
But she couldn’t talk, couldn’t think, couldn’t remember if she was too afraid. Or if she was dead.
Then he heard her scream his name.






thirty-three
The monster was back. The smell of him was blood. The sound of him was terror.
She had no choice but to run, and this time to run toward him.
The lush wonder of forest that had once been her haven, that had always been her sanctuary, spun into a nightmare. The towering majesty of the trees was no longer a grand testament to nature’s vigor, but a living cage that could trap her, conceal him. The luminous carpet of moss was a bubbling bog that sucked at her boots. She ripped through ferns, rending their sodden fans to slimy tatters, skidded over a rotted log and destroyed the burgeoning life it nursed.
Green shadows slipped in front of her, beside her, behind her, seemed to whisper her name.
Livvy, my love. Let me tell you a story.
Breath sobbed out of her lungs, set to grieving by fear and loss. The blood that still stained her fingertips had gone ice-cold.
Rain fell, a steady drumming against the windswept canopy, a sly trickle over lichen-draped bark. It soaked into the greedy ground until the whole world was wet and ripe and somehow hungry.
She forgot if she was hunter or hunted, only knew in some deep primal instinct that movement was survival.
She would find him, or he would find her. And somehow it would be finished. She would not end as a coward. And if there was any light in the world, she would find the man she loved. Alive.
She curled the blood she knew was his into the palm of her hand and held it like hope.
Fog snaked around her boots, broke apart at her long, reckless strides. Her heartbeat battered her ribs, her temples, her fingertips in a feral, pulsing rhythm.
She heard the crack overhead, the thunder snap of it, and leaped aside as a branch, weighed down by water and wind and time, crashed to the forest floor.
A little death meant fresh life.
She closed her hand over the only weapon she had and knew she would kill to live.
And through the deep green light haunted by darker shadows, she saw the monster as she remembered him in her nightmares.
Covered with blood, and watching her.
Fury that was as much hate as fear spurted through her in a bitter kind of power. “Where’s Noah? What have you done to him?”
He was on his knees, his hand pressed to his side where blood spilled out of him. The pain was so huge it reached to the bone, to the bowels.
“Livvy.” He whispered it, both prayer and plea. “Run.”
“I’ve been running from you all my life.” She stepped closer, driven forward by a need that had slept inside her since childhood. “Where’s Noah?” she repeated. “I swear I’ll kill you if you’ve taken someone else I love.”
“Not me. Not then, not now.” His vision wavered. She seemed to sway in front of him, tall and slim with her mother’s eyes. “He’s still close. For God’s sake, run.”
They heard it at the same moment, the thrashing through the brush. She spun around, her heart leaping with hope. At her feet, Sam’s heart tripped with terror.
“Stay away from her.” Sheer will pushed him to stand. He tried to shove Olivia behind him, but only collapsed against her.
“You should have died in prison.” David’s face was wet with rain and blood. The knife in his hand ran with both. “None of this would have happened if you’d just died.”
“Uncle David.” The shock of seeing him, his eyes wild, his clothes splattered, had her stepping forward. With a strength born of desperation, Sam jerked her back, held her hard against him.
“He killed her. Listen to me. He killed her. He wanted her and couldn’t have her. Don’t go near him.”
  
“Step away from him, Livvy. Come here to me.”
“I want you to run,” Sam said urgently. “Run the way you did that night and find a place to hide. Find Noah.”
“You know better than to listen to him.” David’s smile made her blood go cold. “You saw what he did to her that night. He was never good enough for her. Never right. I’ve always been there for you, haven’t I, Livvy?”
“She never wanted you.” Sam’s voice was slurred and slow as he fought to stay conscious. “She never loved anyone but me.”
“Shut up!” The parody of a smile became a snarl. His face flushed dark and ugly. “It should have been me. She would have come to me if you hadn’t gotten in the way.”
“Oh God. Oh, my God.” Olivia stared at David and braced to take her father’s weight. “You. It was you.”
“She should have listened to me! I loved her. I always loved her. She was so beautiful, so perfect. I would have treated her like an angel. What did he do for her? He dragged her down, made her miserable, only thought of himself.”
“You’re right. I treated her badly.” Sam slumped against Olivia, murmured, “Run.” But she only shook her head and held on to him. “I didn’t deserve her.”
“I would have given her everything.” Tears slipped out of David’s eyes now, and his knife hand dropped to his side. “She would never have been unhappy with me. I settled for second best and gave Jamie everything I would have given Julie. Why should I have settled when she was finally going to divorce you? When she finally saw you for what you were. She was meant to come to me then. It was meant.”
“You went to the house that night.” Sam’s side was numb. He levered himself straight, caught his breath and prayed for the strength to step away from his daughter.
“Do you know how much courage it took for me to go to her, to give her everything that was in my heart? She let me in and smiled at me. She was doing her clippings and having a glass of wine. The music was on, her favorite Tchaikovsky. She said it was nice to have company.”
  
“She trusted you.”
“I poured my soul out to her. I told her I loved her, always had. That I wanted her. That I was leaving Jamie and we could be together. She looked at me as if I were insane. Pushed me away when I tried to hold her. She told me to leave and we’d forget I’d ever spoken of it. Forget.” He spat the word out.
“She loved my father,” Olivia murmured. “She loved my father.”
“She was wrong! I only tried to convince her she was wrong, I only wanted to make her see. If she hadn’t struggled against me, I wouldn’t have ripped her robe. Then she turned on me, shouted at me to get out of her house. She said she would tell Jamie everything. She said I was scum. Scum! That she would never see me again, never speak to me. I—I couldn’t hear what she was saying, it was so vile. She turned her back on me, turned away as if I were nothing. And the scissors were in my hand. Then they were in her. I think she screamed,” he said softly. “I’m not sure. I don’t know. I only remember the blood.”
His eyes focused again, fixed on Olivia. “It was an accident, really. One moment, one terrible mistake. But I couldn’t take it back, could I? I couldn’t change it.”
She had to be calm, Olivia ordered herself. Her father was bleeding badly. She had no doubt that she could outdistance and lose her uncle in the forest. But how could she leave her father? How could she run away and hide again?
She would stand, protect. And pray for help to come. “You held me while I cried for her.”
“I cried, too!” It enraged David that she didn’t understand. Just like her mother. Just like Julie. “If she’d only listened, it would never have happened. Why should I have paid for that? He’s the one who hurt her; he’s the one who deserved to pay. I had to protect myself, my life. I had to get out. There was so much blood, I was nearly sick.”
“How did you get out of the house and back home?” Olivia asked and strained her ears for a sound—heard only the thrashing of rain. “Aunt Jamie would have seen the blood.”
“I stripped off my clothes, bundled them up. I went outside, to the pool, and washed the blood off. I washed it all away. There were always spare clothes in the changing house, no one would ever notice. I could get rid of my own later, a Dumpster in the city. I went back in the house because I thought it might be a dream. But it wasn’t. I thought I heard you upstairs. I thought I heard you, but I couldn’t be sure.”
“I woke up. I heard Mama scream.”
“Yes, I found out later. I had to get home in case Jamie woke up and realized I’d slipped out. It wasn’t until they brought you to us that I wondered if you’d seen me. I wondered if you’d heard. Twenty years, I’ve wondered. I’ve waited.”
“No, I didn’t see you. I never knew.”
“It would have stayed that way. Everyone put it aside, everyone closed the door, until the book. How could I be sure? How could I know for sure that you hadn’t heard my voice, that you hadn’t looked out the window, seen my car? It ruined my life, don’t you see? I’d done everything to make it work, everything to make up for that one single night.”
“You let my father go to prison.”
“I was in prison, too.” Tears leaked out of his eyes. “I was paying, too. I knew you’d be just like her. I knew when it came down to a choice, you’d choose him. I always loved you, Livvy. You should have been ours. Mine and Julie’s. But that’s over now. I have to protect myself. I have to end it.”
He lunged toward her, leading with the knife.
 
It was like his dream, the dark, the trees, the murmur of rain and wind. He could run until his heart burst out of his chest and he couldn’t find her. Every rustle had him turning in a new direction, every call of a night bird was the sound of her voice.
The bone-numbing terror that he would be too late, that he would never wake up from this nightmare and find her curled against him, drove him harder.
She was somewhere in the vast, twisting maze of the forest. Somewhere just beyond his reach.
  
He stopped, leaning against the bulk of a hemlock to clear the tumble of his mind. The air was so thick, every breath he took was like gulping in water. His shoulder was on fire, the white handkerchief tied over the wound long since gone red.
He stood very still for a moment and listened. Was that the murmur of voices, or just the rain? Sound seemed to shoot at a dozen different angles, then swallow itself. The only compass he had now was his gut. Trusting it, he turned west.
This time, when she screamed, he was close.
 
Sam shoved her clear and, with the little strength he had left, drove his body into David’s. When the knife sliced through him again, he felt nothing but despair. As he staggered and fell, Olivia leaped to her feet and tried to catch him.
It happened quickly, her father slipping out of her hands, the sound of running feet slapping against the saturated ground. And the quick prick of a knife at her throat.
“Let her go.” Noah braced his feet, held the gun in the classic police grip. Fear was a hot river in his blood.
“I’ll kill her. You know I will. Drop the gun, or I’ll slice her throat and be done with it.”
“And lose your shield? I don’t think so.” Oh God, Liv, oh God, don’t move. He gazed quickly at her face, saw the blank shock in her eyes, the thin trickle of red sliding down the slim column of her throat. “Step away from her, step back.”
“Put the gun down!” He jerked Olivia’s head up with the flat of the blade. “She’s dead, do you hear me. She’s dead if you don’t do it now!”
“He’ll kill me anyway.”
“Shut up! Shut the hell up!” He nicked her again, and she saw Noah’s hands jerk, then start to lower.
“Don’t do it. Don’t hurt her.”
“Put it down!”
She heard the roar of their voices in her head, saw the decision in Noah’s eyes. “He’ll kill me no matter what you do. Then he’ll kill you. Don’t let him take someone else I love. Don’t let him win.”
  
Her hand closed over the cold metal eyes of the scissors, drew them out in one quick, smooth motion, then plunged them viciously into his thigh.
He screamed, high and bright, his knife hand jerking up, then dropping. She shoved her body away from his, yanking the scissors clear. Then held them out as he leaped toward her.
She heard the bullet ring out, one sharp snap. Saw the bright blossom of blood bloom high on his chest and the puzzled shock in his eyes as he fell toward her.
She didn’t step back. And she would never ask herself if she’d had time to do so. The killing point of the scissors slid silently into his belly.
The weight of him bore her to the ground. Before she could roll clear, Noah pulled her up and against him. His arms that had been so steady began to quiver.
“You’re all right. You’re okay.” He said it again, then once again as his hands ran shakily over her. “He cut you.” His fingers brushed gently at her throat. “Oh God, Liv.”
She was crushed against him again, burrowed into him. Her head went light, seemed to circle somewhere just beyond her shoulders. “I thought he might have killed you. I saw the blood and I thought . . . No!” She jerked back, her hands vising on Noah’s face. “Daddy.”
She pulled away and stumbled to the ground beside her father. “Oh no, no, no. Don’t. Please. I’m so sorry. I’m sorry, Daddy.” She had nothing but her hands to press against his wound to try to stem the bleeding.
“Don’t cry, Livvy.” He reached up to touch her face. “This is the best way for me. My time’s running out, anyway. I needed to see you again. It was the last thing I had to do. You’ve got your mother’s eyes.” He smiled a little. “You always did. I let her down in so many ways.”
“Don’t, please don’t.” She pressed her face to his neck. “Noah, help me.”
“If I’d been what I should have been, what she believed I could be, she’d still be alive.”
“Don’t talk now. We have to stop the bleeding. They’ll find us soon.” Her hands fumbled with the scraps of cloth Noah gave her. “They’re looking, and we’ll get you to the hospital.”
“You’re a smart girl, you know better.” His eyes were clouding over, but they shifted to Noah. “She’s a smart one, isn’t she, Brady?”
“That’s right.” He pressed another scrap of his shirt to the wound in Sam’s side. “So listen to her.”
“I’d rather die a hero.” His short laugh ended in a racking cough. “There’s enough of the old me in here to rather enjoy that. Is that son of a bitch dead?”
“As Moses,” Noah told him.
“Thank Christ for that.” The pain was floating away. “Livvy.” He gripped her hand. “When I was looking for you that night, when you saw me, I wasn’t going to hurt you.”
“I know that. I know. Don’t leave me now that I’ve just gotten you back.”
“I’m sorry, Livvy. I wanted you to look at me once, just once, and know who I was. In the end I kept you safe. Maybe that makes up for all the years I didn’t.” His vision wavered and dimmed. “Write the book, Brady. Tell the truth.”
“Count on it.”
“Take care of my little girl. Kiss me good-bye, Livvy love.”
With tears flooding her throat, she pressed her lips to his cheek. And felt his hand go lax in hers. Her grief was one long, low moan.
Noah sat with her while she cradled her father’s body and wept in the rain.
 
She slept because Noah poured a sedative down her throat. When she woke, logy with drugs and grief and shock, it was midday.
She heard the birdsong, felt the sun on her face. And, opening her eyes, saw him sitting beside her.
“You didn’t sleep.”
He was already holding her hand. He couldn’t seem to let go. “I did for a bit.”
“Everything that happened, it’s all in my head, but it feels as if it’s wrapped in cotton.”
  
“Just leave it that way for now.”
He looked so wonderful, she thought. So hers, with his exhausted eyes and stubble of beard. “You saved my life.”
“Just part of the service.” He leaned down to kiss her. “Don’t make me do it again.”
“That’s a deal. How’s your shoulder?”
“Well, I could say it’s nothing, but why lie? It hurts like a bitch.”
She sat up, tugged up the sleeve of his T-shirt and pressed her lips to the bandage.
“Thanks. Why don’t you try to get some more sleep?”
“No, I really need to get out.” She looked into his eyes. “I need to walk. Walk in the forest with me, Noah.”
When she was dressed, she held out a hand for his. “My family?”
“They’re still asleep. Your grandparents were up with Jamie until almost dawn.”
She nodded, started out quietly. “Your parents?”
“In the spare room.”
“They’ll need us, all of them. I need this first.”
They went down the back stairs and left through the kitchen door.
“Your father,” she began. “When they found us, I don’t think he knew whether he was proud of you or horrified.” She let out a breath, drew another in. “I think he was both.”
“He taught me how to handle guns, to respect them. I know he hoped I’d never have to use one.”
“I don’t know how to feel, Noah. All these years I thought my father was a murderer, the worst kind of murderer. I lost him when I was four, and now I have him back. I have him back in a way that changes everything. And I can never tell him.”
“He knew.”
“It helps to have that, to hold on to that.” She tightened her hand on his as they moved into the trees. “I didn’t run. I didn’t leave him. This time I didn’t run and hide. I can live with all the rest because this time, I didn’t run.”
  
“Liv, you gave him exactly what he wanted at the end of his life. You looked at him, and you knew him. He told me that was the last thing he needed.”
She nodded, absorbing that into the grief. “All my life, I loved my uncle. I shifted him into my father figure, admired him, trusted him. He wasn’t what I thought he was, any more than my father was what I thought he was. Oh God. God, Noah, how is Aunt Jamie going to cope with this? How is she going to live with it?”
“She has you, your family. She’ll get through it.”
“I hope she’ll stay here, for a while at least. Stay here and heal.”
“I think she needs to hear you say just that.”
She nodded again and leaned against him a little. “You’re good at knowing what people need to hear.” She let out a sigh. “I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to come in here again and feel what I’ve always felt. But I can. It’s so beautiful. So alive. No monsters here.”
“Not ever again.”
“I love this place.” It had sheltered her, given her life. Now, she had a choice. To stay with the old, or to start the new.
She let go of Noah’s hand, turned in a circle. “But there’s this other spot, along the coast. Heavily wooded, excellent old forest with a view of the Pacific raging up against the cliffs.” She stopped, met his eyes soberly. “That’s where we should build the house.”
He stared at her while a rage of emotions gushed into him, then settled in quiet joy. “How many bedrooms?”
“Five, as previously discussed.”
“Okay. Stone or wood?”
“Both.” Her lips twitched, her eyes glowed now, as he nodded and stepped toward her.
“When?”
“As soon as you ask me to marry you, which you’ve neglected to do so far.”
“I knew I’d forgotten something.” She laughed when he hauled her into his arms. “I’ve waited a long time for you.” He brushed his lips over hers, then lingered, deepened the kiss. “Don’t make me wait anymore. Marry me.”
“Yes.” She framed his face with her hands. “Between the forest and the flowers. And soon.” She smiled at him, drawing him close to touch her lips to his cheek. “I love you, Noah. I want to start a life with you. Now. We’ve both waited long enough.”
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Tory

To me, fair friend, you never can be old,
For as you were when first your eye I eyed,
Such seems your beauty still.









—William Shakespeare













1
She woke in the body of a dead friend. She was eight, tall for her age, fragile of bone, delicate of feature. Her hair was the color of corn silk, and slid prettily down her narrow back. Her mother loved to brush it every night, one hundred strokes with the soft-bristled, silver-backed brush that sat on the graceful cherry-wood vanity.
The child’s body remembered this, felt this, each long, sustained beat with the brush and how it made her imagine herself a cat being petted. How the light slanted over the pin boxes and the bottles of crystal and cobalt, and struck the silver back of the brush as it flashed over her hair.
She remembered the scent of the room, smelled it even now. Gardenia. Always gardenia for Mama.
And in the mirror, by lamplight, she could see the pale oval of her face, so young, so pretty, with those thoughtful blue eyes and smooth skin. So alive.
Her name was Hope.
The windows and French doors were closed because it was high summer. Heat pressed its damp fingers against the glass, but inside the house the air was cool, and her cotton nightgown stayed so crisp it crackled when she moved.
It was the heat she wanted, and the adventure, but she kept those thoughts inside as she kissed Mama good night. A dainty peck against a perfumed cheek.
Mama had the hall runners taken up and rolled into the attic every June. Now the loblolly pine floors with their coating of paste wax felt slick and smooth under the young girl’s bare feet as she wandered out, down the hall with its panels of bald cypress and paintings in thick frames of dull gold. Up the sharp, winding curves of the stairs to her father’s study.
There her father’s scent. Smoke, leather, Old Spice, and bourbon.
She loved this room, with its rounded walls and big, heavy chairs with leather the color of the port her papa sometimes drank after supper. Here the circling shelves were jammed full with books and treasures. She loved the man who sat behind the enormous desk with his cigar and his shot glass and his ledgers.
The love was an ache of the heart in the woman inside the child, a shaft of longing and of envy for that uncomplicated and complete love.
His voice boomed, his arms were strong and his stomach soft as he enveloped her in a hug that was so different from the gentle and restrained good-night kiss from Mama.
There’s my princess, going off to the kingdom of dreams.
What will I dream about, Papa?
Knights and white chargers and adventures over the sea.
She giggled, but rested her head on his shoulder a bit longer than usual, humming a little in her throat like a purring kitten.
Did she know? Somehow did she know she would never sit safe on his lap again?
Back down the stairs, past Cade’s room. Not his bed-time, not yet, because he was four years older and a boy and could stay up late on summer nights watching TV or reading books as long as he was up and ready for his chores in the morning.
One day Cade would be the master of Beaux Reves, and sit at the big desk in the tower study with the ledgers. He would do the hiring and firing and oversee the planting and the harvest and smoke cigars at meetings and complain about the government and the price of cotton.
Because he was the son.
That was fine with Hope. She didn’t want to have to sit at a desk and add up figures.
She stopped in front of her sister’s door, hesitated. It wasn’t fine with Faith. Nothing ever seemed to be all right with Faith. Lilah, the housekeeper, said Miss Faith would argue with God Almighty just to irritate Him.
Hope supposed that was true, and even though Faith was her twin, she didn’t understand what made her sister so prickly all the time. Just tonight she’d been sent straight to her room for sassing. Now the door was shut tight and there was no light under it. Hope imagined Faith was staring up at the ceiling with that sulky look on her face and her fists clenched tight as if she waited to box with the shadows.
Hope touched the doorknob. Most times she could coax Faith out of those black moods. She could huddle in bed with her in the dark and make up stories until Faith laughed and the spit in her eyes dried up again.
But tonight was for other things. Tonight was for adventures.
It was all planned, but Hope didn’t let the excitement come until she was in her own room with the door shut. She left the light off, moving quietly in the dark that was silvered by moonlight. She changed her cotton gown for shorts and a T-shirt. Her heart drummed pleasantly in her chest as she arranged the pillows on the bed in a shape that to her naive and childish eyes resembled a sleeping form.
From under the bed, she took her adventure kit. The old dome-topped lunch box held a bottle of Coca-Cola gone warm, a bag of cookies sneaked carefully from the kitchen jar, a small, rusted penknife, matches, a compass, a water pistol—fully loaded—and a red plastic flashlight.
For a moment she sat on the floor. She could smell her crayons, and the talc that clung to her own skin from after her bath. She could hear, just barely hear, the music drifting out from her mother’s sitting room.
When she slid her window open, quietly took out the screen, she was smiling.
Young, agile, and bright with anticipation, she swung her leg over the sill, found a toehold in the trellis mad with vining wisteria.
The air was like syrup, and the hot, sweet flavor of it filled her lungs as she climbed down. A splinter stabbed into her finger, causing her to hiss in a breath. But she kept moving, keeping her eyes on the lighted windows of the first floor. She was a shadow, she thought, and no one would see her.
She was Hope Lavelle, girl spy, and had a meeting with her contact and partner at precisely ten thirty-five.
She had to stifle a giggle, and was breathless from the laughter that wanted to bubble out as she hit the ground.
To add to her own excitement, she darted and dashed behind the thick trunks of the grand old trees that shaded the house, then peeked around them toward the faint blue light that pulsed against the window in the room where her brother watched TV, up to the clearer yellow glow where each of her parents spent their evening.
Discovery now would mean disaster for the mission, she thought, crouching as she raced through the gardens and the sweet scent of roses and night-blooming jasmine. She must avoid capture at all costs, as the fate of the world rested on her shoulders and those of her stalwart partner.
The woman inside the child screamed out. Go back, oh please, go back. But the child didn’t hear.
She wheeled her pink bike out from behind the camellias, where she’d stashed it that afternoon, snuggled her kit into the white basket, then pushed it over the cushion of grass alongside the long gravel drive until the house, and the lights, were dim with distance.
When she rode, she rode like the wind, imagining the pretty little bike was a souped-up motorcycle, complete with nerve gas dispenser and oil slick shooter. The white plastic streamers danced from the ends of the handlebars and slapped each other gaily.
She flew through the thick air, and the chorus of peepers and cicadas became the panther roar of her speeding machine.
At the fork in the road, she bore left, then jumped nimbly off her bike to wheel it off the road, down into the narrow gully where it would be hidden by brush. Though the moon was bright enough, she took the flashlight out of her kit. The smiling Princess Leia on her watch told her she was fifteen minutes early. Without fear, without thought, she turned onto the narrow path into the marsh.
Into the end of summer, of childhood. Of life.
There the world was alive with sound, water and insects and small night creatures. The light came in thinning ribbons through the canopy of tupelo and cypress with its dripping moss. Here magnolia blossoms grew fat with a perfume high and sweet. The way to the clearing was second nature to her. This meeting place, this secret place, was well tended, guarded, and loved.
As the first to arrive, she took old twigs and stubby branches from the stockpile of wood and set to making a fire. The smoke discouraged mosquitoes, but she scratched idly at bites already dotting her legs and arms.
She settled down to wait with a cookie and her Coke.
As time passed her eyes drooped, and the music of the marsh lulled her. The fire ate through the thin scraps of wood, then settled down to a simmer. Drifting, she rested her cheek on her updrawn knees.
At first the rustling was just part of her dream of dodging down twisting Paris streets to evade the wicked Russian spy. But the snap of a twig underfoot had her head jerking up and the sleep clearing from her eyes. The wide grin came first, but she quickly shifted into the stern professional expression of a top secret agent.
Password!
There was silence in the marsh but for the monotonous buzz of insects and the faint crackle of a fire dying.
She scrambled to her feet, the flashlight cocked in her hand like a gun. Password! she called again and aimed the short beam of light.
But now the rustle came from behind her, so she whirled, heart leaping, beam dancing in nervous jerks. Fear, something so rarely tasted in eight short years, slicked hot and burning in her throat.
Come on, cut it out. You’re not scaring me.
A sound from the left, deliberate, taunting. As the next snake of fear curled in her gut she took a step in retreat.
And heard the laughter, soft, panting, close.
Running now, running through thick shadows and jumping light. Terror so sharp in the throat that it slices screams before they can escape. Footsteps pounding behind her. Fast, too fast, and too close. Something hits her from behind. Bright pain in her back that vibrates down to the soles of her feet. The jolt of bone and breath as she falls hard to the ground. Air rushes out of her lungs in a sob as the weight of him pins her down. She smells sweat and whiskey.
She screams now, one long cry of desperation, and calls out for her friend.
Tory! Tory, help me!
And the woman trapped inside the dead child weeps.
When Tory came back to herself she was lying on the flagstones of her patio, wearing only a nightshirt already soaked through from the thin spring rain. Her face was wet, and she tasted the salt of her own tears.
Screams echoed in her head, but she didn’t know if they were her own or those of the child she couldn’t forget.
Shivering, she rolled onto her back so the rain could cool her cheeks and wash the tears away. The episodes—spells, her mother always called them—often left her weak and queasy. There had been a time she’d been able to fight them off before they swamped her. It had either been that or the shocking sting of her father’s belt.
I’ll whip the devil out of you, girl.
To Hannibal Bodeen, the devil was everywhere; in every fear and temptation lurked the hand of Satan. And he’d done his best to drive that wickedness out of his only child.
At the moment, with the sickness circling in her belly, Tory wished he’d managed it.
It amazed her that for a space of years she’d actually embraced what was in her, had explored it, used it, even celebrated it. A legacy, her grandmother had told her. The sight. The shining. A gift of the blood through the blood.
But there was Hope. More and more there was Hope, and those flashes of her childhood friend’s memories hurt her heart. And frightened her.
Nothing she’d experienced, either blocking or embracing this gift, had taken her like this. Taken her away, taken her over. It made her helpless, when she’d promised herself she would never be helpless again.
Yet here she was, sprawled on her own patio in the rain without any memory of how she got outside. She’d been in the kitchen brewing tea, standing at the counter, the lights and the music on, reading a letter from her grandmother.
That was the trigger, Tory realized, as she slowly got to her feet. Her grandmother was her link to her childhood. To Hope.
Into Hope, she thought, as she closed the patio door. Into the pain and fear and horror of that terrible night. And still she didn’t know the who or the why.
Still shivering, Tory went into the bath, stripped and, turning the shower hot, stepped under the spray.
“I can’t help you,” she murmured, closing her eyes. “I couldn’t help you then, I can’t help you now.”
Her best friend, her sister of the heart, had died that night in the swamp while she’d been locked in her room, sobbing over the latest beating.
And she had known. She had seen. She had been helpless.
Guilt, as fresh as it had been eighteen years before, swarmed through her. “I can’t help you,” she said again. “But I’m coming back.”
We were eight years old that summer. That long-ago summer when it seemed those thick, hot days would last forever. It was a summer of innocence and foolishness and friendship, the kind that combines to form a pretty glass globe around your world. One night changed all of that. Nothing’s been the same for me since. How could it be?
Most of my life I’ve avoided speaking of it. That didn’t stop the memories, or the images. But for a time I tried to bury it, as Hope was buried. To face it now, to record this out loud, if only for myself, is a relief. Like pulling a splinter out of the heart. The ache will linger a while.
She was my best friend. Our bond had the deep and immediate intensity only children are capable of forging. I suppose we were an odd pair, bright and privileged Hope Lavelle and dark, shy Tory Bodeen. My daddy leased a small patch of land, a little corner of the grand plantation hers owned. Sometimes when her mama gave a big society dinner or one of her lavish parties, mine would help out with the cleaning and serving.
But those gaps of social standing and class never touched the friendship. Indeed, they never occurred to us.
She lived in a grand house, one her reputedly eccentric ancestor had built to resemble a castle rather than the Georgian style so popular during its era. It was stone, with towers and turrets and what you would call battlements, I suppose. But there was nothing of the princess about Hope.
She lived for adventures. And when I was with her, so did I. With her, I escaped from the miseries and turmoils of my own house, my own life, and became her partner. We were spies, detectives, knights on quests, pirates, or space marauders. We were brave and true, bold and daring.
In the spring before that summer, we used her pocketknife to cut a narrow slice in our wrists. Solemnly, we mixed our blood. We were lucky, I suppose, we didn’t end up with lockjaw. Instead we became blood sisters.
She had a sister, a twin. But Faith rarely joined in our games. They were too silly for her, or too rough, too dirty. They were always too something for Faith. We didn’t miss her temper or complaints. That summer, Hope and I were the twins.
If someone had asked me if I loved her, I would have been embarrassed. I wouldn’t have understood. But every day since that terrible time that August, I have missed her as I have missed that part of me that died with her.
We were to meet at the swamp, in our secret place. I don’t suppose it was really much of a secret, but it was ours. We often played there, in that damp green air, having our adventures among the birdsong and moss and wild azalea.
It was against the rules to go in after sunset, but at eight, rules are an exciting thing to break.
I was to bring marshmallows, and lemonade. Part of that was pride. My parents were poor and I was poorer, but I needed to contribute, and had counted out the money from the mason jar I hid under my bed. I had two dollars and eighty-six cents on that August night—after having bought the supplies at Hanson’s—the sum account of my financial worth rested in a glass canning jar and consisted of pennies and nickels and some hard-won quarters.
We had chicken and rice for supper. The house was so hot, even with the fans going on high, that eating was a chore. But if there was a grain of rice on your plate, Daddy expected you to eat it and be grateful. Before supper there was grace. Depending on Daddy’s mood it would last anywhere from five minutes to twenty, while the food sat going cold and your belly grumbled and the sweat ran down your back in nasty rivers.
My grandma used to say that when Hannibal Bodeen found God, even God tried to find another place to hide.
He was a big man, my father, and grew thick in the chest and arms. I’ve heard that he was once considered handsome. Years carve a man in different ways, and my father’s years had carved him bitter. Bitter and stern with a meanness under it all. He wore his dark hair slicked back, and his face seemed to rise out of that dome like sharp-edged rocks out of a mountain. Rocks that would flay the skin off your bones at one careless misstep. His eyes were dark, too, a burning kind of dark I recognize now in the eyes of some television preachers and street people.
My mother feared him. I try to forgive her for that, for fearing him so much she never came to my side when he used his belt to whip his vengeful god into me.
That night I was quiet at supper. Chances were he’d take no notice of me if I was quiet and cleaned my plate. Inside me, the anticipation of the night was like a living thing, jittery and joyful. I kept my eyes down, trying to pace my eating so he wouldn’t accuse me of dawdling over the food, or of bolting it. It was always a fine line to balance with Daddy.
I remember the sound of the fans whirling, and of forks scraping against plates. I remember the silence, the silence of souls hiding in fear that lived in my father’s house.
When my mother offered him more chicken, he thanked her politely and took a second helping. The room seemed to breathe easier. It was a good sign. My mother, encouraged by this, made some mention of the tomatoes and corn coming in fine, and how she’d be canning for the next weeks. They’d be canning over at Beaux Reves, too, and did he think it was a good idea for her to help out there as she’d been asked.
She didn’t mention the wage she’d earn. Even when Daddy’s mood was mild, you were wise not to bring up the coin that the Lavelles would dole out for a service. He was the breadwinner in his house, and we were not permitted to forget this all-important point.
The room held its breath again. There were times just the mention of the Lavelles put the thunder in Daddy’s dark eyes. But that night he allowed as that would be a sensible thing. As long as she didn’t neglect any of her chores under the roof he was putting over her head.
This relatively pleasant response made her smile. I remember how her face softened up, and how it made her almost pretty again. Now and again, if I think very hard, I can remember Mama being pretty.
Han, she called him when she was smiling. Tory and I’ll keep things going around here, don’t you worry. I’ll go on over and talk to Miss Lilah tomorrow and see about getting it all done. With the berries coming in, I’ll be making jelly, too. I know I’ve got some paraffin around here, but I can’t think where it’s got to.
And that, just that casual remark about jelly and wax and absentmindedness changed everything. I suppose my mind had drifted off during their conversation, that I was thinking of the adventure to come. I spoke without thought, without knowledge of the consequences. So I said the words that damned me.
The box of paraffin’s in the top shelf of the cabinet over the stove, up there behind the molasses and the cornstarch.
I simply said what I saw in my head, the square box of block wax behind the dark bottle of blackstrap, and reached for my cold sweet tea to wash down the starchy grains of rice.
Before I took the first sip, I heard the silence come back, the mute wave that swamped even the monotonous hum of fans. My heart started to pound inside that vacuum, one hard hammer strike after the next, with a ringing that was only inside my own head and was the sudden and vicious pulse of blood. The pulse of fear.
He spoke softly then, as he did, always did, just before the rage. How do you know where the wax is, Victoria? How do you know it’s up there, where you can’t see it? Where you can’t reach it?
I lied. It was foolish, because I was already doomed, but the lie tumbled out, a desperate defense. I told him I guess I saw Mama put it there. I just remember seeing her put it there, is all.
He tore that lie to shreds. He had a way of seeing through lies and ripping them to uneven pieces and sticky parts. When did I see that? Why didn’t I do better in school if my memory was so keen I could remember where the paraffin was a year after the last canning season? And how was it I knew it was behind the molasses and cornstarch and not in front of them, or beside them?
Oh, he was a clever man, my father, and never missed the smallest of details.
Mama said nothing while he spoke in that soft voice, punching the words at me like fists wrapped in silk. She folded her hands, and her hands shook. Did she tremble for me? I suppose I like to think so. But she said nothing as his voice grew louder, nothing as he shoved back from the table. Nothing as the glass slipped from my hand and crashed to the floor. A shard of it nicked my ankle, and through the rising terror I felt that little pain.
He checked first, of course. He would tell himself that was the fair thing, the right thing to do. When he opened the cabinet, pushed aside the bottles, slowly took that square blue box of canning wax out from behind the dark molasses, I cried. I still had tears in me then, I still had hope. Even as he yanked me to my feet, I had the hope that the punishment would only be prayers, hours of prayer until my knees went numb. Sometimes, at least sometimes that summer, that was enough for him.
Hadn’t he warned me not to let the devil in? But still, I brought wickedness into his house, shamed him before God. I said I was sorry, that I didn’t mean to. Please, Daddy, please, I won’t do it again. I’ll be good.
I begged him, he shouted scripture and with his big, hard hands dragged me toward my room, but still I begged him. It was the last time I did so.
There was no fighting back. It was worse if you fought him. The Fourth Commandment was a sacred thing, and you would honor your father in his house, even when he beat you bloody.
His face was deep red with his righteousness, big and blinding as the sun. He only slapped me once. That was all it took to stop my pleading, and my excuses. And to kill my hope.
I lay across the bed on my stomach, passive now as any sacrificial lamb. The sound his belt made when he slid it out of the loops on his work pants was a snake hissing, then a crack, sharp, slick, as he snapped it.
He always snapped it three times. A holy trinity of cruelty.
The first whip is always the worst. No matter how many times there’s been a first, the shock and pain is stunning and rips a scream from your belly. Your body jerks in protest. No, in disbelief, then the second slap bites into you, and the third.
Soon your cries are more animal than human. Your humanity has been compromised, buried under an avalanche of pain and humiliation.
He would preach as he beat me, and his voice would become a great roar. And under that roar was a hideous excitement, a vile sort of pleasure I didn’t understand and recognize. No child should know that slippery undercoating, and from that, for a time, I was spared.
The first time he beat me, I was five. My mother tried to stop him, and he blackened her eye for it. She never tried again. I don’t know what she did that night while he whaled away, beating at the devil that gave me visions. I couldn’t see, not with eyes nor with mind, anything but a bloodred haze.
The haze was hate, but I didn’t recognize that either.
He left me weeping and locked the door from the outside. After a while, the pain sent me to sleep.
When I awoke, it was dark and it seemed a fire burned in me. I can’t say the pain was unbearable, because you bear it. What choice is there? I prayed, too, prayed that whatever was inside of me had finally been driven out. I didn’t want to be wicked.
Yet even as I prayed, the pressure built in my belly, and the tingling came, like sharp little fingers dancing over the back of my neck. It was the first time it came into me this way, and I thought I was sick, feverish.
Then I saw Hope, as vividly as if I were sitting beside her in our clearing in the swamp. I smelled the night, the water, heard the whine of mosquitoes, the buzz of insects. And, like Hope, I heard the rustling in the brush.
Like Hope, I felt the fear. Fresh, hot gushes of it. When she ran, I ran, my breath sobbing out so that my chest hurt from it. I saw her fall under the weight of whatever leaped out at her. A shadow, a shape I couldn’t see clearly, though I could see her.
She called for me. Screamed for me.
Then I saw nothing but black. When I woke, the sun was up, and I was on the floor. And Hope was gone.




2
She’d chosen to lose herself in Charleston, and for nearly four years had managed it. The city had been like a lovely and generous woman to her, more than willing to press her against its soft bosom and soothe the nerves that had shattered on the unforgiving streets of New York City.
In Charleston the voices were slower, and in their warm, fluid stream she could blend. She could hide, as she’d once believed she could hide in the thick, rushing crowds of the North.
Money wasn’t a problem. She knew how to live frugally, and was willing to work. She guarded her savings like a hawk, and when that nest egg began to grow, allowed herself to dream of owning her own business, working for herself and living the quiet and settled life that always eluded her.
She kept to herself. Real friendships meant real connections. She hadn’t been willing, or strong enough, to open herself to that again. People asked questions. They wanted to know things about you, or pretended they did.
Tory had no answers to give, and nothing to tell.
She found the little house—old, run-down, perfect—and had bargained fiercely to buy it.
People often underestimated Victoria Bodeen. They saw a young woman, small and slight of build. They saw the soft skin and delicate features, a serious mouth, and clear gray eyes they often mistook for guileless. A small nose, just a little crooked, added a touch of sweetness to a face framed by quiet brown hair. They saw fragility, heard it in the gentle southern flow of her voice. And never saw the steel inside. Steel forged by countless strikes with a Sam Browne belt.
What she wanted she worked for, fought for, with all the focus and determination of a frontline soldier taking a beach. She’d wanted the old house with its overgrown yard and peeling paint, and she’d wheeled and dealed, badgered and pushed, until it was hers. Apartments brought back memories of New York, and the disaster that had ended her life there. There would be no more apartments for Tory.
She’d nurtured that investment as well, using her own time and labor and skill to rehabilitate the house, one room at a time. It had taken her three full years and now the sale of it, added to her savings, was going to make her dream come true.
All she had to do was go back to Progress.
At her kitchen table, Tory read over the rental agreement for the storefront on Market Street a third time. She wondered if Mr. Harlowe at the realtor’s office remembered her.
She’d been barely ten when they’d moved away from Progress to Raleigh so her parents could find steady work. Better work, her father had claimed, than scratching out a living on a played-out plot of land leased from the almighty Lavelles.
Of course they’d been just as poor in Raleigh as they’d been in Progress. They’d just been more crowded.
Didn’t matter, Tory reminded herself. She wasn’t going back poor. She wasn’t the scared and skinny girl she’d been, but a businesswoman starting a new enterprise in her hometown.
Then why, her therapist would ask, are your hands trembling?
Anticipation, Tory decided. Excitement. And nerves. All right, there were nerves. Nerves were human. She was entitled to them. She was normal. She was whatever she wanted to be.
“Damn it.”
Teeth gritted, she snatched up the pen and signed the agreement.
It was only for a year. One year. If it didn’t work out, she could move on. She’d moved on before. It seemed she was always moving on.
But before she moved on this time, there was a great deal to be done. The lease agreement was only one thin layer of a mountain of paperwork. Most—the licenses and permits for the shop she intended to open—were signed and sealed. She considered the state of South Carolina little better than a mugger, but she’d paid the fees. Next up was the settlement on the house, and dealing with the lawyers, who she’d decided gave muggers a bad name.
But by end of day, she’d have the check in her hand, and be on her way.
The packing was nearly finished. Not that much to it, she thought now, as she’d sold nearly everything she’d acquired since her move to Charleston. Traveling light simplified things, and she’d learned early never, never to become attached to anything that could be taken from her.
Rising, she washed out her cup, dried it, then wrapped it in newspaper to store in the small box of kitchen utensils she thought most practical to take with her. From the window over the sink, she looked out at her tiny backyard.
The little patio was scrubbed and swept. She would leave the clay pots of verbena and white petunias for the new owners. She hoped they would tend the garden, but if they plowed it under, well, it was theirs to do as they liked.
She’d left her mark here. They might paint and paper, carpet and tile, but what she had done would have come first. It would always be under the rest.
You couldn’t erase the past, or kill it, or wish it out of existence. Nor could you will away the present or change what was coming. We were all trapped in that cycle of time, just circling around the core of yesterdays. Sometimes those yesterdays were strong enough, willful enough, to suck you back no matter how hard you struggled.
And how much more depressing could she be? Tory thought with a sigh.
She sealed the box, hefted it to take out to her car, and walked out of the kitchen without looking back.
Three hours later, the check from the sale of her house was deposited. She shook hands with the new owners, listened politely to their giddy enthusiasm over buying their first home, and eased her way outside.
The house, and the people who would now live in it, were no longer part of her world.
“Tory, hold on a minute.”
Tory turned, one hand on the car door and her mind already on the road. But she waited until her lawyer crossed the bank parking lot. Meandered was more the word, Tory corrected. Abigail Lawrence didn’t hurry anything, especially herself. Which probably explained why she always looked as though she’d just stepped graciously from the pages of Vogue.
For today’s settlement, she’d chosen a pale blue suit, pearls that had likely been handed down from her great-grandmother, and thinly spiked heels that made Tory’s toes cramp just looking at them.
“Whew.” Abigail waved a hand in front of her face as if she’d just run two miles rather than strolled ten yards. “All this heat and it’s barely April.” She glanced past Tory to the station wagon, scanned the boxes. “So that’s it?”
“Seems to be. Thank you, Abigail, for handling everything.”
“You handled most of it. Don’t know when I’ve had a client who understood what I was talking about half the time, much less one who could give me lessons.”
She took a peek into the back of the station wagon, vaguely surprised that one woman’s life took up so little room. “I didn’t think you were serious about heading straight out this afternoon. I should’ve known.” She shifted her gaze back to Tory’s face. “You’re a serious woman, Victoria.”
“No reason to stay.”
Abigail opened her mouth, then shook her head. “I was going to say I envy you. Packing it up, taking what fits in the back of your car, and going off to a new place, a new life, a new start. But the fact is, I don’t. Not one little bit. God almighty, the energy it takes, and the guts. Then again, you’re young enough to have plenty of both.”
“Maybe a new start, but it’s back to my beginnings. I still have family in Progress, such as it is.”
“You ask me, it takes more guts to go back to the beginning than just about anyplace else. I hope you’re happy, Tory.”
“I’ll be fine.”
“Fine’s one thing.” To Tory’s surprise, Abigail took her hand, then leaned over and brushed her cheek in a light kiss. “Happy’s another. Be happy.”
“I intend to.” Tory drew back. There was something in the hand-to-hand connection, something in the concern in Abigail’s eyes. “You knew,” Tory murmured.
“Of course I did.” Abigail gave Tory’s fingers a light squeeze before releasing them. “News from New York winds its way down here, and some of us even pay attention to it now and again. You changed your hair, your name, but I recognized you. I’m good with faces.”
“Why didn’t you say anything? Ask me?”
“You hired me to see to your business, not to pry into it. The way I figured it is if you’d wanted people to know you were the Victoria Mooney who made news out of New York City a few years back, you’d have said so.”
“Thank you for that.”
The formality, and the caution, had Abigail grinning. “For heaven’s sake, honey, do you think I’m going to ask you if my son’s ever going to get married, or where the hell I lost my mama’s diamond engagement ring? All I’m saying is I know you’ve been through some rough times, and I hope you find better. Now, if you have any problems up there in Progress, you just give a holler.”
Simple kindness never failed to fluster her. Tory fumbled with the door handle. “Thank you. Really. I’d better get started. I have several stops to make.” But she held out her hand once more. “I appreciate everything.”
“Drive safe.”
Tory slid inside, hesitated, then opened the window as she started the engine. “In the middle file cabinet drawer of your home office, between the D’s and E’s.”
“What’s that?”
“Your mother’s ring. It’s a little too big for you, and it slipped off, fell in the files. You should have it sized.” Tory reversed quickly, swung the car around while Abigail blinked after her.
She headed west out of Charleston, then dipped south to begin her planned circle of the state before landing in Progress. The list of artists and craftsmen she intended to visit was neatly typed and in her new briefcase. Directions for each were included, and it meant taking a number of back roads. Time-consuming, but necessary.
She’d already made arrangements with several southern artists to display and sell their work in the shop she would open on Market Street, but she needed more. Starting small didn’t mean not starting well.
Start-up costs, buying stock, finding an acceptable place to live were going to take nearly every penny she’d saved. She intended to make it worthwhile, and she intended to make more.
In a week, if everything went as planned, she would begin setting up shop. By the end of May, she would open the doors. Then they would see.
As for the rest, she would deal with what came when it came. When the time was right, she would drive down the long, shady lane to Beaux Reves and face the Lavelles.
She would face Hope.
At the end of a week, Tory was exhausted, several hundred dollars poorer thanks to a cracked radiator, and ready to call an end to her travels. The replacement radiator meant she had to postpone her arrival in Florence until the following morning, and make do for a night with the dubious comfort of a motel off Route 9 outside of Chester.
The room stank of stale smoke, and its amenities included a sliver of soap and pay movies designed to stimulate the sexual appetites of the rent-by-the-hour clientele that kept the establishment out of bankruptcy. There were stains on the carpet, the origin of which she decided it best not to contemplate.
She’d paid cash for one night because she didn’t like the idea of handing over her credit card to a sly-eyed clerk who smelled like the gin he cleverly disguised in a coffee mug.
The room was as unappealing as the idea of climbing back behind the wheel for another hour, but it was there. Tory carried the single flimsy chair to the door and hooked its spindly top under the knob. She decided it was every bit as security-proof as the thin and rusted chain. Still, using both gave her the illusion of safety.
It was a mistake, she knew, to allow herself to become so fatigued. Resistance went down. But everything had conspired against her. The potter she’d seen in Greenville had been temperamental and difficult to pin down. If he hadn’t also been brilliant, Tory would have walked out of his studio after twenty minutes instead of spending two hours praising, placating, and persuading.
The car had taken another four hours, between getting towed, negotiating for a reconditioned radiator at the junkyard, browbeating the mechanic to do the repair on the spot.
Add to that, she admitted it was her own stupidity that had landed her in the By the Way Inn. If she’d simply booked a room back in Greenville, or stopped at one of the perfectly respectable motor lodges on the interstate, she wouldn’t be stumbling with exhaustion around a smelly room.
Only one night, she reminded herself, as she eyed the dingy green cover on the bed. For pocket change, it offered the questionable delights of Magic Fingers.
She decided to pass.
Just a few hours’ sleep, then she’d be on her way to Florence, where her grandmother would have the guest room—clean sheets, a hot bath—ready. She just had to get through the night.
Without even taking off her shoes, she lay down on the spread and closed her eyes.
Bodies in motion, slicked with sweat.
Baby, yeah, baby. Give it to me. Harder!
A woman weeping, pain rolling through her hot as lava.
Oh God, God, what am I going to do? Where can I go? Any place but back. Please don’t let him find me.
Scattered thoughts and fumbling hands, all panicked excitement and raging guilt.
What if I get pregnant? My mother will kill me. Is it going to hurt? Does he really love me?
Images, thoughts, voices washed over her in waves of shapes and sounds.
Leave me alone, she demanded. Just leave me alone. With her eyes still shut, Tory imagined a wall, thick and high and white. She built it brick by brick until it stood between her and all the memories left hanging in the room like smoke. Behind the wall was all cool, clear blue. Water to float in, to sink in. And finally, to sleep in.
And high above that pale blue pool the sun was white and warm. She could hear birdsong, and the lap of water as she trailed her hands through it. Her body was weightless here, her mind quiet. At the edges of the pool she could see the grand live oaks and their lacing of moss, and a willow bowing like a courtier to dip its fronds in the glassy surface.
Smiling to herself she closed her eyes and drifted.
The sound of laughter was high and bright, a girl’s careless joy. Lazily, Tory opened her eyes.
There, by the willow, Hope stood waving.
Hey, Tory! Hey, I was looking for you.
Joy struck first, a bright arrow. Turning in the water, Tory waved back. Come on in. The water’s great.
We get caught skinny-dipping, we’re both going to get it. But giggling, Hope shucked off her shoes, her shorts, then her shirt. I thought you went away.
Don’t be dopey. Where would I go?
I’ve been looking a long time. Slowly, Hope eased into the water. Willow slim and marble white. Her hair spread out to float on the surface. Gold against blue. Forever and ever.
The water darkened, began to stir. The graceful fronds of the willow snapped up like whips. And the water was cold, suddenly so cold Tory began to shiver.
Storm’s coming up. We’d better go in.
It’s over my head. I can’t reach the bottom. You have to help me. As the water churned, Hope flailed out, her thin young arms beating, spewing up curtains of water that had gone the murky brown of a marsh.
Tory struck out, strong strokes, frantic speed, but every arm span took her farther away from where the young girl struggled. The water burned her lungs, dragged at her feet. She felt herself going under, felt herself drowning with Hope’s voice inside her head.
You have to come. You have to hurry.
She awoke in the dark, her mouth full of the taste of the swamp. Without the heart or energy to build her wall again, Tory rolled out of bed. In the bathroom, she splashed rusty water on her face, then raised it, dripping, to the mirror.
Eyes shadowed and still glazed from the dream stared back at her. Too late to turn back, she thought. It always was.
She grabbed her purse and the unused travel kit she’d brought in with her.
The dark was soothing now, and the candy bar and soft drink she’d bought from the rumbling vending machine outside her room kept her system wired. She turned on the radio to distract her mind. She wanted to think of nothing but the road.
When she hit the heart of the state the sun was up, and the traffic thick. She stopped to refuel the gas-guzzling station wagon before heading east. When she passed the exit that led to where her parents had once again relocated, her stomach clenched and stayed tight for another thirty miles.
She thought of her grandmother, of the stock loaded in the back of the car or being shipped to Progress. She thought of her budget for the next six months and the work involved in having her store up and running by Memorial Day.
She thought of anything but the real reason driving her back to Progress.
Just outside of Florence she stopped again and used the rest room of a Shell station to brush her hair, apply some makeup. The artifice wouldn’t fool her grandmother, but at least she’d have made an effort.
She stopped again, on impulse, at a florist. Her grandmother’s gardens were always a showplace, but the dozen pink tulips were another kind of effort. She lived—had lived, Tory reminded herself—just under two hours from her grandmother and hadn’t made the trip, the effort of it, since Christmas.
When she turned down the pretty street with its blooming dogwoods and redbuds she wondered why. It was a good place, the kind of neighborhood where children played in the yards and dogs napped in the shade. A gossip-over-the-backyard-fence kind of place where people noticed strange cars and kept their eye on their neighbor’s house as much out of consideration as curiosity.
Iris Mooney’s house sat in the middle of the block, bandbox neat with old and enormous azaleas guarding the foundation. The blooms were past their peak, but the faded pinks and purples added a delicate color to the strong blue paint her grandmother had chosen. As expected, her front garden was lush and lovely, the gentle slope of the yard well trimmed and the stoop scrubbed and swept.
A pickup truck with the sign ANYTIME PLUMBING was parked in the drive behind her grandmother’s aging compact. Tory pulled to the curb. The tension she’d ignored along the drive began to ease as she walked toward the house.
She didn’t knock. She’d never had to knock on this door, and had always known it would open in welcome to her. There had been times when that alone had kept her from crumbling.
It surprised her to find the house quiet. It was nearly ten, she noted, as she stepped inside. She’d expected to find her grandmother in her garden, or fussing around inside the house.
The living room was cluttered, as always, with furniture, knickknacks, books. And, Tory noted, a vase holding a dozen red roses that made her tulips look like poor relations. She set aside her suitcase, her purse, then turning toward the hallway called out.
“Gran? Are you home?” Carrying the flowers, she started back toward the bedrooms, then lifted her eyebrows when she heard the movement behind her grandmother’s closed door.
“Tory? Honey-pot, I’ll be right out. Go on back and … get yourself some iced tea.”
With a shrug, Tory kept walking toward the kitchen, glancing back once when she heard what sounded like a muffled giggle.
She laid the flowers on the counter, then opened the refrigerator. The pitcher of tea was waiting, made as she enjoyed it most, with slices of lemon and sprigs of mint. Gran never forgot anything, Tory thought, and felt tears of sentiment and fatigue sting her eyes.
She blinked them back when she heard Gran’s quick steps. “Goodness, you’re early! I didn’t expect you until after noon, if that.” Small, slim and agile, Iris Mooney swept into the room and caught Tory in a hard hug.
“I got an early start, and just kept going. Did I wake you? Aren’t you feeling well?”
“What?”
“You’re still in your robe.”
“Oh. Ha.” After one last squeeze, Iris drew back. “I’m just as fine as rain. Let me look at you. Aw, honey, you’re wore out.”
“Just a little tired. But you. You look wonderful.”
It was inevitably true. Sixty-seven years of living had lined her face, but it hadn’t dulled the magnolia skin or dimmed the deep gray of her eyes. Her hair had been red in her youth, and she saw that it remained that way. If God had meant a woman to be gray, Iris liked to say, he wouldn’t have invented Miss Clairol. She took care of herself, and pampered her looks.
Which, she thought now, was more than she could say about her granddaughter.
“You sit down right here. I’m going to fix you some breakfast.”
“Don’t trouble, Gran.”
“You know better than to argue with me, don’t you? Now, sit.” She pointed to a chair at the little ice cream parlor table. “Oh, look at these. Aren’t they pretty!” She swept up the tulips, her delight in them sparkling in her eyes. “You’re the sweetest thing, my Tory.”
“I’ve missed you, Gran. I’m sorry I haven’t visited.”
“You’ve got your own life, which is what I always wanted for you. Now, you just relax and when you’ve got your feet back under you, you can tell me all about your trip.”
“It was worth every mile. I found some wonderful pieces.”
“Got my eye for pretty things.” She winked, turning just in time to see her granddaughter gape at the man who had stepped into the kitchen doorway.
He was tall as an oak with a chest wide as a Buick. His grizzled hank of hair was the color and texture of steel wool. His eyes were the burnished brown of acorns and drooped like a basset hound’s. His leathered face was tanned to match. He cleared his throat with an exaggerated flourish, then nodded at Tory.
“Morning,” he began in an upcountry drawl. “Ah… Miz Mooney, I got that drain cleared for you.”
“Cecil, stop being a moron, you don’t even have your toolbox with you.” Iris set aside a carton of eggs. “No need to blush,” she told him. “My granddaughter’s not going to faint at the notion her grandma’s got herself a beau. Tory, this is Cecil Axton, the reason I’m not dressed at ten this morning.”
“Iris.” The blush rose up to his cheeks like fire under cordwood. “I’m pleased to meet you, Tory. Your gran’s been looking forward to seeing you.”
“How do you do,” Tory said, for lack of something more clever. She offered a hand, and because she was still dazed, and Cecil’s feelings were so close to the surface, she had a quick and blurred image of just what had made her grandmother giggle behind the bedroom door.
She shut it off fast as her eyes met Cecil’s with mutual mortification. “You’re … you’re a plumber, Mr. Axton?”
“He came to fix my water heater,” Iris put in, “and’s been keeping me warm ever since.”
“Iris.” Cecil ducked his head, hunched the twin mountains of his shoulders, but couldn’t quite hide the grin. “I gotta get on. Hope you enjoy your visit, Tory.”
“Don’t you think about running off without kissing me good-bye.” To solve the matter, Iris crossed to him, took his weathered face between her hands to pull it down to her level, and kissed him firm on the mouth. “There now, lightning did not strike, thunder did not roll, and the child here did not collapse in shock.” She kissed him again, then patted his cheek. “You go on, handsome, and have a good day.”
“I guess I’ll, um, see you later on.”
“You’d better. We decided on this, Cecil. Now, you scat. I’ll talk to Tory.”
“I’m going.” With a hesitant smile, he turned to Tory. “You can argue with this woman, but it just gives you a headache.” He took a faded blue gimme cap from a kitchen peg, set it on his wiry hair, and hurried out.
“Isn’t he the cutest thing? I got some nice lean bacon here. How do you want your eggs?”
“In chocolate chip cookies. Gran.” Tory drew a careful breath and rose. “It’s absolutely none of my business, but…”
“Of course it’s not your business, unless I invite you into it, which I have.” Iris laid bacon in the old black spider skillet to sizzle. “I’m going to be very disappointed in you, Tory, if you’re shocked and appalled by the idea of your grandmother having a sex life.”
Tory winced, but managed to compose her face when Iris turned toward her. “Not shocked, not appalled, but certainly a little disconcerted. The idea of coming here this morning and nearly walking in on … hmmm.”
“Well, you were early, honey-pot. I’m going to fry these eggs, and we’re both going to indulge in a nice, greasy midmorning breakfast.”
“I guess you worked up an appetite.”
Iris blinked, then threw back her head and laughed. “Now, that’s my girl. You worry me, sugar plum, when you don’t smile.”
“What have I got to smile about? You’re the one having sex.”
Amused, Iris cocked her head. “And whose fault is that?”
“Yours. You saw Cecil first.” Tory got down two glasses, poured the tea. How many women, she wondered, could claim a grandmother who had hot affairs with the plumber? She wasn’t sure whether she should be proud or amused, and decided the combination of both suited the situation. “He seems like a very nice man.”
“He is. Better, he’s a very good man.” Iris poked at the bacon and decided to get it done all at once. “Tory, he’s living here.”
“Living? You’re living with him?”
“He wants to get married, but I’m not sure that’s what I want. So I’m taking him for what you might call a test drive.”
“I think I’ll just sit down after all. Jesus, Gran. Have you told Mama?”
“No, and I don’t intend to as I can live without the lecture on living in sin and perdition and God’s almighty plan. Your mama is the biggest pain in the butt since self-service gas stations. How any daughter of mine turned out to be such a mouse of a woman is beyond me.”
“Survival,” Tory murmured, but Iris only snarled.
“She’d’ve survived just fine if she’d walked out on that son of a bitch she married twenty-five years ago, or any day since. That’s her choice, Tory. If she had any gumption, she’d have made a different one. You did.”
“Did I? I don’t know what choices I made or which were made for me. I don’t know which were right and which were wrong. And here I am, Gran, circling right back to where I started. I tell myself I’m in charge now. That it’s all my decision. But under it all, I know I just can’t stop it.”
“Do you want to?”
“I don’t know the answer.”
“Then you’ll keep going until you find it. You’ve got such a strong light in you, Tory. You’ll find your way.”
“So you always said. But the one thing that’s always scared me the most is being lost.”
“I should have helped you more. I should have been there for you.”
“Gran.” Tory rose, crossed the room to wrap her arms around Iris’s waist, to press cheek to cheek while the bacon snapped and sizzled. “You’ve always been the one steady hand in my life. I wouldn’t be here without you.”
“Yes, you would.” Iris patted Tory’s hand, then briskly lifted out bacon to drain. “You’re stronger than the lot of us put together. And that, if you ask me, is what scared Hannibal Bodeen. He wanted to break you, out of his own fear. In the end, well, he forged you, didn’t he? Ignorant s.o.b.” She cracked an egg on the side of the skillet, let it slide into the bubbling grease. “Make us some toast, honey-pot.”
“She’s nothing like you. Mama,” Tory said as she dropped bread into the toaster. “She’s nothing like you at all.”
“I don’t know what Sarabeth’s like. I lost her years ago. Same time I lost your granddaddy, I suppose. She was only twelve when he died. Hell, I was hardly more than thirty myself, and found myself a widow with two children to raise on my own. That was the worst year of my life. Nothing’s ever come close to matching it. Sweet Jesus, I loved that man.”
She let out a sigh, flipped the eggs onto plates. “He was my world, my Jimmy. One minute, the world was steady, and the next it was just gone. And there’s Sarabeth twelve years old, and J.R. barely sixteen. She went wild on me. Maybe I could’ve reined her in. God knows I should have.”
“You can’t blame yourself.”
“I don’t. But you see things when you look back. See how if one thing was done different the whole picture of a life changes. If I’d moved away from Progress back then, if I’d used Jimmy’s insurance instead of taking a job at the bank. If I hadn’t been so hell-bent to save so my children could have a college education.”
“You wanted the best for them.”
“I did.” Iris set the plates on the table, turned to get butter and jelly from the refrigerator. “J.R. got his college education, and he used it. Sarabeth got Hannibal Bodeen. That’s the way it was meant to be. That’s why my grand-daughter and I are going to sit here and eat a couple of heart attacks on a plate. If I could go back and do that one thing different, I wouldn’t. Because I wouldn’t have you.”
“I’m going back, Gran, knowing I can’t do anything different.” Tory put the toast on a little plate, carried it to the table. “It scares me that I need to go back so much. I don’t know those people anymore. I’m afraid I won’t know myself once I’m there.”
“You won’t settle yourself until you do this thing, Tory. Until you take hold of it, you can’t let go of it. You’ve been heading back to Progress since you left it.”
“I know.” And having someone else understand that helped. Smiling a little, Tory lifted a slice of bacon. “So, tell me about your plumber.”
“Oh, that sweetie pie.” Delighted with the topic, Iris dug into her breakfast. “Looks like a big old bear, doesn’t he? You wouldn’t guess looking at him how smart he is. Started that company on his own over forty years back. Lost his wife, I knew her slightly, about five years ago. He’s mostly retired now. Two of his sons do most of the running of the business. Got six grandsons.”
“Six?”
“Yes, indeed. Fact is, one of them’s a doctor. Good-looking young man. I was thinking—”
“Stop right there.” Eyes narrowed, Tory slathered jelly on toast. “I’m not interested.”
“How do you know? You haven’t even met the boy.”
“I’m not interested in boys. Or men.”
“Tory, you haven’t been involved with a man since …”
“Jack,” Tory finished. “That’s right, and I don’t intend to be involved again. Once was enough.” Since it still left a bitter taste in her mouth, she picked up her tea. “Not all of us are made to be half of a couple, Gran. I’m happy on my own.”
At Iris’s lifted eyebrows, Tory shrugged. “Okay, let’s say I intend to be happy on my own. I’m going to work my ass off to make sure of it.”
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It had been too long, Tory thought, since she’d sat on a porch swing watching the stars come out and hearing the crickets chirp. A long time since she’d been relaxed enough to simply sit and smell the breeze.
Even as she thought it, she realized it was likely to be a long time before she did so again.
Tomorrow she’d travel the last miles to Progress. There she would pick up the pieces of her life and finally lay a dead friend to rest.
But tonight was for soft breezes and quiet thoughts.
She glanced up at the squeak of the screen door and offered Cecil a smile. Her grandmother was right, she decided. He did look like a big old bear. And, at the moment, a very nervous one.
“Iris kicked me out of the kitchen.” He had a dark brown bottle of beer in one hand and shifted uneasily from foot to foot on size fourteen boots. “She said how I should come on out here and sit a spell, keep you company.”
“She wants us to be friends. Why don’t you sit a spell? I’d like the company.”
“Feels a little funny.” He eased his bulk down on the swing, darted a look at Tory out of the corner of his eye. “I know what you young people think. An old coot like me courting a woman like Iris.”
He still smelled of the Lava soap he’d used to wash up before dinner. Lava soap, Tory mused, and Coors. It was a pleasantly male combination. “Your family doesn’t approve?”
“Oh, they’re all right with it now. Iris’s charmed the socks off my boys. She’s got that way about her. One son, Jerry, he got a mite huffy about it, but she brought him around. The thing is …”
He trailed off, cleared his throat twice. Tory folded her hands and bit back a grin as he launched into what was surely a prepared speech.
“You’re mighty important to her, Tory. I guess you’re about the most important thing there is to Iris. She’s proud of you, and she worries about you, and she brags on you. I know there’s a rift between her and your mama. Guess you could say that makes you even more special to her.”
“The feeling’s mutual.”
“I know it. I could see how it is over dinner. The thing is,” he said again, then lifted his beer and gulped deeply. “Oh hell. I love her.” He blurted it out and color sprang into his cheeks. “I guess that sounds foolish to you coming from a man who won’t see sixty-five again, but—”
“Why would it?” She wasn’t comfortable with casual touching, but since he seemed to need it she patted his knee. “And what does age have to do with it? Gran cares for you. That’s good enough for me.”
Relief slid through him. Tory could hear it in his sigh. “Never thought I’d have these feelings again. I was married forty-six years to a wonderful woman. We grew up together, raised a family together, started a business together. When I lost her I figured that was the end of that part of my life. Then I met Iris and, Christ Jesus, she makes me feel twenty years old again.”
“You put stars in her eyes.”
He blushed deeper at that but his lips twitched into a shy and delighted smile. “Yeah? I’m good with my hands.” At Tory’s uncontrollable snort of laughter, his eyes went huge. “I mean to say I’m handy around the house. Fixing stuff.”
“I know what you meant.”
“And Stella, that was my wife, I guess you could say she trained me pretty good. I know better than to track in mud on a clean floor, to toss dirty towels on the floor. I can cook a little if you’re not too particular, and I’ve got a decent living.”
Gran was right, Tory decided. The man was a sweetie pie. “Cecil, are you asking for my blessing?”
He huffed out a breath. “I mean to marry her. She won’t hear of it just now. Mule stubborn, that woman. But I got a hard head of my own. Just want you to know that I’m not taking advantage, that my intentions …”
“Are honorable,” Tory finished, wonderfully moved. “I’m pulling for you.”
“Yeah?” He sat back again, making the swing groan. “That’s a relief to me, Tory. That’s a relief, all right. God almighty, I’m glad that’s over.” With a shake of his head, he drank more beer. “My tongue gets all tangled up.”
“You did fine. Cecil, you keep her happy.”
“I aim to.” At ease again, he draped his arm over the back of the swing and looked out over Iris’s back garden. “Nice night.”
“Yeah. A very nice night.”
She slept deep and dreamless in her grandmother’s house.
“I wish you’d stay, just another day or two.”
“I have to get started.”
Iris nodded, struggling not to fuss as Tory carried her suitcase toward the car. “You’ll call, once you settle in a bit.”
“Of course I will.”
“And you’ll go see J.R. right off, so he and Boots can help you along.”
“I’ll go see him, and Aunt Boots and Wade.” She kissed both her grandmother’s cheeks. “Now, stop worrying.”
“I’m just missing you already. Give me your hands.” When Tory hesitated, Iris simply took them. “Indulge me, honey-pot.” She held firm, her eyes blurring a bit as she focused.
She didn’t have the brilliance of light her granddaughter had been gifted with. She saw in colors and shapes. The smudgy gray of worry, the shimmering pink of excitement, the dull blue of grief. And through it all was the dark, deep red of love.
“You’ll be all right.” Iris gave her hands a last squeeze. “I’ll be right here if you need me.”
“I’ve always known that.” Tory climbed in the car, took a deep breath. “Don’t tell them where I am, Gran.”
Iris shook her head, knowing Tory meant her parents. “I won’t.”
“I love you.” She kept her eyes straight ahead as she drove away.
The fields began to roll, gentle ripples on the earth covered with the tender green of growing things. She recognized the row crops. Soybeans, tobacco, cotton; the delicate shoots hazed the brown soil.
She’d missed planting time.
The land had never called to her as it did to some. She enjoyed puttering in a flower garden now and then, but had no driving need to feel earth under her hands, to tend and harvest, to put by what she’d grown.
Still, she appreciated the cycle, the continuity. She enjoyed the look of it. The neat and practical fields men plowed and nurtured rode side by side with the tangled lushness of the live oaks and moss, the ubiquitous sumac, the ribbons of dark water that could never, would never, be truly tamed.
The smell of it was rich and again dark. Fertilizer and swamp water. More, she thought, the perfume of the South than any magnolia. This was its true heart, after all. Beyond the formal gardens and lavish lawns, the South beat on crops and sweat and the secret shadows of its rivers.
She’d taken the back roads for solitude, and with every mile felt herself drawn closer to that heart.
On the west edge of Progress some of the farms and fields had given way to homes. Tidy developments with yards kept green and lush with underground sprinklers. There were late-model sedans and minivans in the drives, and sidewalks running wide and even. Here were the young marrieds, she mused, most with double incomes, who wanted a nice home in the suburbs for raising a family.
These were her target customers, and the primary reason she’d been able to justify the move. Successful home owners with disposable income enjoyed decorating their space. With the right advertising and clever displays she would draw them into her shop.
And they would buy.
Were there any living well in those quiet homes she’d known as a child? Any who might remember the thin young girl who’d come to school with bruises? Would they remember she’d sometimes known things she wasn’t supposed to know?
Memories were short, Tory reminded herself. And even if some remembered, she would find a way to use it to promote her store.
The houses elbowed closer together as she approached the town line, as if they were anxious for company. Into her mind flashed an image of the far side, where the narrow whip of the river was the border of Progress. In her youth, the houses that slipped and slithered down into the holler had been small and dark, with leaky roofs and rusted trucks that most often stood on chipped cinder blocks. A place were dogs snarled and leaped viciously at the ends of their chains. Where the women hung out dingy laundry while children sat on patchy grass that was mostly dirt.
Some of the men farmed to eke out a living, and some of them simply lived on beer and mead. As a child she’d been one shaky step above that fate. And even as a child she’d feared losing the balance and tumbling into the holler, where daily bread was served with exhaustion.
She saw the church steeple first. The town boasted four, or had. Still, nearly everyone she’d known had belonged to the Baptist church. She’d sat, countless hours, on one of the hard pews listening, listening desperately to the sermon because her father would quiz her on the content that night before supper.
If she didn’t respond well, the punishment was hard and it was quick.
She hadn’t been inside a church of any kind in eight years.
Don’t think about it, she ordered herself. Think about now. But now, she saw, was very much like then. It seemed to her very little had changed inside the edges of Progress.
Deliberately, she turned onto Live Oak Drive to cruise through the oldest residential section of town. The homes here were large and gracious, the trees old and leafy. Her uncle had moved here a few years before she’d left Progress. On his wife’s money, her father had said brittlely.
Tory hadn’t been allowed to visit there, and even now felt a twinge of guilty panic just driving by the lovely old white brick home with its flowering shrubs and sparkling windows.
Her uncle would be at work now, managing the bank as he’d managed it nearly as long as she could remember. And though she had a great deal of affection for her aunt, Tory wasn’t in the mood for Boots Mooney’s fluttering hands and whispery voice.
She wove through the streets, past smaller homes and a small apartment complex that hadn’t existed sixteen years before. She lifted her eyebrows at a corner convenience store that had sprung up in bright reds and yellows out of the old Progress Drive-In.
The high school had an addition, and there was a charming little park just off the square where there’d once been a line of crumbling row houses. There were new young trees planted among the old soldiers and graceful flowers spilling out of concrete pots.
It all seemed prettier, cleaner, fresher than she remembered. She wondered how much would turn out to be the same under that new coat of varnish.
As she turned onto Market, she was ridiculously pleased to see Hanson’s was still standing, still wore the same battered old sign, and its front window remained patchworked with flyers and billboards.
The sweet childhood taste of Grape Nehi immediately filled her mouth, her throat, and made her smile.
The beauty salon had changed hands, she noted. Lou’s Beauty Shoppe was now called Hair Today. But the Market Street Diner stood where it had always stood, and it seemed to her the same old men wearing the same overalls were loitering outside to gossip.
Midway down the block, tucked between Rollins Paint and Hardware and The Flower Basket was the old dry-goods store. That, Tory thought, as she pulled to the curb, would be her change.
She climbed out of the car and stepped into the thick midday heat. The outside of the building was exactly as she remembered. The old clinker bricks cobbled together with the mortar gray as smoke between. The window was high and wide and just now coated with dust and street grime. But she would fix that.
The door was glass as well, and cracked. The landlord, she determined, taking out her notebook, would fix that.
She’d put a bench outside, the narrow one with the black wrought-iron back she was having shipped. And beside it pots filled with purple and white petunias. Friendly flowers.
High on the window above the bench, she’d have the store name printed.
SOUTHERN COMFORT
That would be what she offered her clientele. Comfortable surroundings where the stock was stylishly displayed and discreetly tagged.
In her mind she was already inside, filling shelves, arranging tables and lamps. She didn’t hear her name called until she was scooped off her feet.
The blood rushed to her head, ringing there while her pulse went into panic trip.
“Tory! I thought that was you. I’ve been keeping an eye out for you the last couple days.”
“Wade.” His name came out in a whoosh.
“I scared you.” Immediately contrite, he set her back on her feet. “Sorry. I’m just so glad to see you.”
“Let me catch my breath.”
“You catch it while I look at you. Damn, has it really been two years? You look wonderful.”
“Do I?” It was nice to hear, even if she didn’t believe it for a minute. She pushed back her hair while her pulse leveled.
Though he was a couple of inches shy of six feet, she had to tip her head back to study his face. He’d always been pretty, she remembered, but she imagined he was relieved that the angelic face of his youth had weathered a bit. His eyes were a deep, slumberous chocolate. His face had fined down from childhood, but he still boasted dimples. His hair, shades lighter than her own, was well cut to tame the tendency to curl.
He was dressed in jeans and a plain cotton shirt of faded blue. As she took his measure his lips quirked.
He looked, she decided, young, handsome, and quietly prosperous.
“If I look wonderful, I don’t have words for how you look. You got all the handsome in the family, Cousin Wade.”
He flashed a grin at that, quick and boyish, but resisted hugging her again. Tory, he knew, had always been skittish about hugs and strokes. He settled for giving her hair a little tug.
“I’m glad you’re back.”
“I couldn’t have picked a better welcoming committee.” She gestured widely. “The town looks good. The same in a lot of ways, but better. Tidier, I suppose.”
“Progress in Progress,” he said. “We owe a lot of it to the Lavelles, the town council, and particularly the mayor of the last five years. You remember Dwight? Dwight Frazier?”
“Dwight the Dweeb, one of the Mighty Three formed by you, him, and Cade Lavelle.”
“The Dweeb hit his stride in high school, became a track star, married the homecoming queen, went into his daddy’s construction business, and helped turn Progress around. We’re all goddamn solid citizens these days.”
Standing there with the light traffic cruising the street behind him, hearing the familiar rhythm of his voice, she remembered why he’d always held her affection. “Miss hell-raising, do you, Wade?”
“Some. Listen, I’m between appointments. I have to get back and convince a Great Dane named Igor he needs his rabies shot.”
“Better you than me, Dr. Mooney.”
“My office is across the street, end of the block. Walk up with me, and I’ll buy you an iced tea.”
“I’d like that, but I need to go by the realtor, see what they’ve got lined up for me.” She caught the flicker in his eyes, tilted her head. “What?”
“I don’t know how you’ll feel about it, but your old place? It’s vacant.”
“The house?” Instinctively she crossed her arms, hugged her elbows. Fate, she thought, had such a long and sneaky reach. “I don’t know how I feel about it, either. I guess I should find out.”
In a town of less than six thousand it was hard to walk two blocks without running into someone you knew. It didn’t matter if you’d been away sixteen years or sixty. When she stepped into the realtor’s office there was only one person manning a desk.
The woman was pretty, petite, and polished. Her long blond hair was swept back from a heart-shaped face dominated by big baby-blue eyes.
“Afternoon.” The woman fluttered her lashes and set aside a paperback novel with a bare-chested pirate on the cover. “Can I help you?”
Tory had a quick image of the playground at Progress Elementary. A group of little girls shrieking in fear and disgust and running away. And the smug, satisfied look in the big blue eyes of the leader as she tossed a sneer over her shoulder while her long blond hair flew behind her.
“Lissy Harlowe.”
Lissy cocked her head. “Do I know you? Why, I’m so sorry, I just don’t…” Those blue eyes widened. “Tory? Tory Bodeen? For heaven’s sake.” She gave a little squeal and hauled herself to her feet. She looked to be about six months pregnant from the bulge under the pale pink shirt. “Daddy said how you’d be coming by sometime this week.”
Despite Tory’s automatic step in retreat, Lissy scurried around the desk to embrace her like a long-lost friend. “This is so exciting.” She pulled back to beam cheer and welcome. “Tory Bodeen come back to Progress after all this time. And don’t you look pretty.”
“Thank you.” Tory watched Lissy’s eyes scan, measure, then glint with satisfaction. There was no doubt here who’d grown up better. “You look so much the same. But you were always the prettiest girl in Progress.”
“Oh, what foolishness.” Lissy waved a hand but couldn’t stop herself from preening a bit. “Now, you just sit right down and let me get you something cold to drink.”
“No, don’t bother. I’m fine. Did your father get the lease agreement?”
“Seems like he mentioned he did. The whole town’s talking about your shop. I can’t wait till you’re open. You just can’t find pretty things in Progress.” She walked behind the desk again as she spoke. “Lord knows you can’t be driving down to Charleston every time you want something with a bit of style.”
“That’s good to know.” Tory sat, and found herself eye level with the sign that identified Lissy Frazier. “Frazier? Dwight? You married Dwight?”
“Five happy years. We have a son. My Luke’s the cutest thing.” She turned a framed photo around to show off a bright-eyed, towheaded toddler. “And we’re expecting his brother or sister by end of summer.”
She gave the mound of her belly a satisfied pat, and wiggled her fingers so her wedding and engagement rings caught the light and flashed fire from the diamonds.
“You never married, honey?”
There was just enough bite in the question to let Tory know Lissy still liked being the best. “No.”
“I just admire you career women more than I can say. You’re all so brave and smart. Y’all put us homebodies to shame.” When Tory lifted a brow at the desk and the name plate, Lissy laughed and waved her hand again. “Oh, I just come in a couple times a week to help Daddy out. Once the baby’s born, I’m sure I won’t have the time or energy.”
And would, Lissy thought, go quickly and not so quietly mad at home with two children. But she’d deal with that, and Dwight, when the time came.
“Now, you just tell me everything you’ve been up to.”
“I’d love to chat, Lissy.” If you yanked my tongue out and wrapped it around my neck. “But I need to get settled.”
“Oh, how silly of me. You must be just worn out and ready to drop.” The thin smile told Tory that if she wasn’t, Lissy certainly thought she looked it. “We’ll have our-selves a nice, long catch-up once you’re rested.”
“I’ll look forward to it.” Remember, Tory told herself, this is just the type of customer you need. “I ran into Wade just a few minutes ago. He mentioned the house—my old house—might be available to rent.”
“Why, it sure is. The Lavelle tenants moved on just a couple weeks back. But, honey, you don’t want to live way out there, now, do you? We’ve got some nice apartments right here in town. River Terrace has everything a single girl could want, including single men,” she added with a sly wink. “Modern fixtures, wall-to-wall carpet. We’ve got us a garden unit available that’s just lovely.”
“I’m not interested in an apartment. I’d enjoy being out in the country a ways. What’s the rent?”
“I’ll just look that up for you.” She knew it, of course. Lissy’s mind was much sharper than people expected. She preferred it that way. She shifted her chair, fumbled with the keyboard of her computer a bit for form. “I swear, I’ll never get the hang of these things. You know that’s a two-bedroom, one-bath frame construction.”
“Yes, I know.”
Scanning the screen, Lissy tossed off the monthly rent. “Now, that’s a good fifteen-, twenty-minute drive from town. This sweet little apartment I was telling you about’s no more’n a ten-minute walk on a pretty day.”
“I’ll take the house.”
Lissy glanced up, blinked. “Take it? Don’t you want to run out and see it first?”
“I have seen it. I’ll write out a check. First and last month’s rent?”
“Yes.” Lissy shrugged. “Just let me print out the rental agreement.”
Less than thirty seconds after the deal was signed and sealed and Tory walked out with the keys, Lissy was on the phone spreading the word.
This, too, had changed. The house stood as it had always stood, back from a narrow dirt lane a short spit from the swamp. Fields spread on its west side, the tender shoots of cotton already sprung up out of the earth, their rows neat as docile schoolchildren. But someone had planted azaleas in pink and white, and a young magnolia tree near the bedroom window.
She remembered the screens going rusty, and the white paint going gray. But someone had taken care here. The windows sparkled, and the paint was a fresh and soft blue. A front porch had been added, wide enough for the rocking chair that stood alongside the door.
It was almost welcoming.
Her pulse beat dull and thick as she walked toward it. There would be ghosts, but ghosts were why she’d come back. Wasn’t it better to face them all?
The keys rattled in her hand.
The screen door squeaked. She told herself it was a homey sound. A friendly screen door should squeak, and it should slam.
Bracing it open, she fit the key in the lock, turned it. She took one deep breath before stepping inside.
She saw the ragged couch with its faded roses, the old console TV, the frayed braided rug. Dull yellow walls with no pictures to brighten the space. The smell of overcooked greens and Lysol.
Tory! You get in here and clean yourself up this minute. Didn’t I tell you I wanted this table set for supper before your daddy gets home?
Then the image winked away, and she stood in an empty room. The walls were painted cream, a plain but serviceable color. The floors were bare but clean. The air carried the faint scent of paint and polish, more efficient than offensive.
She stepped through to the kitchen.
The counters had been redone in a neutral stone gray, and the cabinets painted white. The stove was new—or newer than the one her mother had sweated over. The window over the sink looked out to the swamp, as it always had. Lush and green and secret.
Gathering her courage, she turned and headed toward her old bedroom.
Had it always been so small? she wondered. Barely big enough to swing a cat in, she decided, though it had been large enough for her needs. Her bed had been close to the window. She’d liked looking out into the night, or into the morning. She’d had a little dresser, and its drawers had swelled and stuck every summer. She’d hidden books in the bottom drawer because Daddy didn’t approve of her reading anything but the Bible.
There were good memories mixed with the bad in this room. Of reading late into the night in secret, of dreaming private dreams, of planning adventures with Hope.
And, of course, of the beatings.
No one would ever lay hands on her again.
It would make a reasonable office, she decided. A desk, a file cabinet, perhaps a reading chair and lamp. It would do.
She would sleep in her parents’ old room. Yes, she would sleep there, and she would make it her own.
She started to go out, but couldn’t resist. Quietly, she opened the closet door. There, the ghost of herself huddled in the dark, face streaked with tears. She’d shed tears of a lifetime before she was eight.
Crouching, she ran her fingers along the baseboard, and they trembled over the shallow carving. With her eyes closed, she read the letters with fingertips, the way the blind read braille.
I AM TORY
“That’s right. That’s right. I am Tory. You couldn’t take that from me, couldn’t beat that out of me. I’m Tory. And I’m back.”
Unsteadily she got to her feet. Air, she thought. She needed air. There was never any air in the closet, never any light. Sweat sprang to her palms as she backed up.
She turned to dash from the room, would have run from the house. But a shadow wavered outside the screen door. The afternoon sun poured in behind it, outlined it into the shape of a man.
As the door squeaked open, she was eight years old again. Alone, helpless. Terrified.
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The shadow said her name. The whole of it, Victoria, so that it flowed out like something rich poured from a warmed bottle.
She might have run, and it shamed and surprised her to find there was still that much rabbit inside her that wanted to careen away, plunge into a bolt-hole at the first snap of a twig. The ghosts of the house circled around her, whispering taunts in her ear.
She’d run before. More than once. It had never saved her.
She stood where she was, frozen. Panic swam up sickly from gut to throat as the door creaked open.
“I’ve frightened you. I’m sorry.” His voice was quiet, the tone a man uses to soothe the injured, or complete a seduction. “I wanted to stop by, see if you needed anything.”
He stood just inside the door so the sun beamed behind him, blurred his features. In her mind, thoughts tumbled, going soft so they spilled over each other. “How did you know I was here?”
“Have you been away so long you don’t know how quick the grapevine climbs in Progress?”
There was a smile in his voice, calculated, she thought, to put her at ease. It meant the fear showed, and made her too easy a target. That, at least that, she could stop. She folded her hands. “No, I haven’t forgotten anything. Who are you?”
“That sound you hear’s my ego crumbling. Even after all these years, I could’ve picked you out in a crowd. It’s Cade,” he said, and stepped closer. “Kincade Lavelle.”
He stepped out of the harsh light, until it fell behind him into sun and shadow. The keenest edge of fear ebbed with the glare, and she saw him clearly.
Kincade Lavelle, Hope’s brother. Would she have recognized him? No, she didn’t think so. The boy she remembered had been thin of body and soft of face. This man’s build was rangy, hinted of tough in the muscles of the forearms showing under the rolled-up sleeves of his work shirt. And though he smiled easily enough, there was nothing soft in the sharp bones and high planes of his face.
His hair was darker than it had been, the color of walnuts, with the curling tips bleached out by the sun. He’d always been one for the out-of-doors. She remembered that. Remembered she’d sometimes see him walking the fields with his father in a kind of swagger that came from owning the land your feet landed on.
The eyes, she thought. She might have placed the eyes. That deep summer blue, like Hope’s. The sun had left its mark there as well with faint lines etched into the corners. The kind, she thought, that brought men character and women despair.
Those eyes watched her now, with a kind of lazy patience that might have embarrassed her if her pulse had been level.
“It’s been a long time” was the best she could do.
“About half my life.” He didn’t offer his hand. Instinct told him she’d only jolt and embarrass both of them. She looked ready to jump, or collapse. Neither would suit him. Instead he tucked his thumbs casually in the front pockets of his jeans.
“Why don’t you come on out on the front porch and sit down? It appears that old rocker’s the only chair we’ve got right now.”
“I’m fine. I’m all right.”
White as death was what she was, with those soft gray eyes, which had always fascinated him, still wide and bright. Growing up in a household largely dominated by women had taught him how to get around female pride and sulks with the least fuss and energy. He simply turned back, pushed open the screen.
“Stuffy in here,” he said, and stepped out, keeping the door wide and banking on manners, nudging her to follow.
Left with little choice, she crossed the room, walked out onto the porch. He caught the faintest drift of her scent and thought of the jasmine that preferred to bloom at night, almost in secret, in his mother’s garden.
“Must be an experience.” He touched her now, lightly, to guide her to the chair. “Coming back here.”
She didn’t jump, but she did edge away in a small but deliberate motion. “I needed a place to live, and wanted to settle in quickly.” Her stomach muscles refused to loosen up again. She didn’t like talking to men this way. You never knew, not for certain, what was under the easy words and easy smiles.
“You’ve been living in Charleston awhile. Life’s a lot quieter here.”
“I want quiet.”
He leaned back against the rail. There was an edge here, he mused. However delicate she looked, there was an edge, like a raw nerve ready to scream. Odd, he realized, it was just what he remembered most about her.
Her delicacy, like the business end of a scalpel.
“There’s a lot of talk about your store.”
“That’s good.” She smiled, just the faintest curve of lips, but her eyes remained serious and watchful. “Talk means curiosity, and curiosity will bring people through the door.”
“Did you run a store in Charleston?”
“I managed one. Owning’s different.”
“So it is.” Beaux Reves was his now, and owning was indeed different. He glanced behind him, out to the fields where seedlings and sprouts reached for the sun. “How does it look to you, Tory? After all this time and distance?”
“The same.” She didn’t look at the fields, but at him. “And not at all the same.”
“I was thinking that about you. You grew up.” He looked back at her, watched her fingers curl on the arms of the chair as if to steady herself. “Grew into your eyes. You always had a woman’s eyes. When I was twelve, they spooked me.”
It took the will, and the pride she’d carved into herself, to keep her gaze level. “When you were twelve, you were too busy running wild with my cousin Wade and Dwight the—Dwight Frazier, to pay any notice of me.”
“You’re wrong about that. When I was twelve,” he said slowly, “there was a space of time I noticed everything about you. I still carry that picture of you inside my head. Why don’t we stop pretending she’s not standing right here between us?”
Tory rose in a jerk, walked to the far end of the porch and stood, arms crossed over her chest, to stare out at the fields.
“We both loved her,” Cade said. “We both lost her. And neither of us has forgotten her.”
The weight descended on her chest, like hands pushing. “I can’t help you.”
“I’m not asking you for help.”
“For what, then?”
Puzzled, he shifted, then settled back again to study her profile. She’d closed up, he realized. Whatever small opening there’d been was shuttered down again. “I’m not asking for anything, Tory. Is that what you expect from everyone?”
She felt stronger now, on her feet, and turned to give him a steady stare. “Yes.”
A bird darted behind him, a quick gray flash that swept by and found a perch in one of the tupelos edging the swamp. And there, it seemed to her, it sang its heart out for hours before Cade spoke again.
Had she forgotten this? she wondered. The long, easy pauses, the patient rhythm of country conversations?
“That’s a pity,” he said, as her blood began to beat in the silence. “But I don’t want anything from you, except maybe a friendly word now and then. The fact is, Hope meant something to both of us. Losing her had an effect on my life. I hesitate to call a lady a liar, but if you were to stand there, eye to eye with me, and tell me it didn’t affect yours, that’s what I’d have to do.”
“What difference does it make to you how I feel?” She wanted to rub the chill from her arms, but resisted. “We don’t know each other. We never really did.”
“We knew her. Maybe your coming back stirs things to the surface again. That’s no fault of yours, it just is.”
“Is this visit a welcome back, or a warning for me to keep my distance?”
He said nothing for a moment, then shook his head. The humor slid back into his eyes, a glint so much speedier than his voice. “You sure grew up prickly. First, I don’t make a habit of asking beautiful women to keep their distance. I’d be the one to suffer, wouldn’t I?”
She didn’t smile, but he did, and this time deliberately took a step closer. Perhaps the motion, perhaps the sound of work boots on wood, sent the bird deeper into the swamp and silenced the song.
“You could always tell me to keep mine, but I’m unlikely to listen. I came by to welcome you back, Tory, and to get a look at you. I got a right to my own curiosity. And seeing you brings some of that summer back. That’s a natural thing. It’s going to bring it back for others, too. You had to know that before you decided to come.”
“I came for me.”
Is that why you look sick and scared and tired? he wondered. “Then welcome home.”
He held out his hand. She hesitated, but it seemed as much a dare as an offering. When she placed hers in it, she found his warm, and harder than she’d expected. Just as she felt the connection, a kind of quiet internal click, unexpected. And unwelcome.
“I’m sorry if it seems unfriendly.” She slid her hand free. “But I’ve got a lot of work to do. I need to get started.”
“You just let me know if there’s anything I can do for you.”
“I appreciate that. Ah … you fixed the house up nice.”
“It’s a good house.” But he looked at her as he said it. “It’s a good spot. I’ll let you get doing,” he added, and started down the steps. He stopped beside a tough-looking pickup that desperately needed washing. “Tory? You know that picture of you I carried in my head?” He opened the truck door, and a quick little breeze ruffled through his sun-streaked hair. “I got a better one now.”
He drove off, keeping her framed in the rearview mirror until he made the turn from hard-packed dirt to asphalt.
He hadn’t meant to bring up Hope, not right off. As the owner of Beaux Reves, as her landlord, as a childhood acquaintance, he’d told himself it was a straight duty call. But he hadn’t fooled himself, and he obviously hadn’t fooled Tory, either.
Curiosity had sent him straight out to what people hereabouts still called the Marsh House, when he’d had a dozen pressing matters demanding his attention. He’d been raised to run the farm, but he ran it his own way. That way didn’t please everyone.
He’d learned to play politician and diplomat. He’d learned to play whatever role was required, as long as he got what he wanted.
He wondered just what role he’d need to play with Tory.
Whether she was ready to admit it or not, her coming back shifted all manner of balances. She was the pebble in the pond, and the ripples were going to run long and wide.
He wasn’t sure what to do about her, what he wanted to do about her. But he was a man of the land, and men who made their living from earth and seed and weather knew how to bide time.
On impulse he pulled the truck to the side of the road. He had no business making this stop when all his responsibilities were gathered at Beaux Reves. The new crops were coming up, and when the crops grew, so did the weeds. He had cultivating to oversee. This was a pivotal year for the plans he’d implemented. He wanted his finger on every step and stage.
Still, he got out of the cab, walked across the little wooden bridge, and stepped into the swamp.
Here the world was green and rich and alive. Paths had been cleared and alongside them, neat as a park, grew azaleas in staggering, stubborn bloom. Among the magnolia and tupelo were swaths of wildflowers, tidy hills and spears of evergreens. It was no longer the exciting, slightly dangerous world of his youth.
Now it was a shrine to a lost child.
His father had done this. In grief, in pride, perhaps even in the fury he’d never shown. But it had lived inside him, Cade knew, like a cancer. Growing and spreading in secret and silence, those tumors of rage and despair.
Grief had been treated like a disease inside the walls of Beaux Reves. And here, he thought, it had been turned to flowers.
Lilies would dance in the summer, a colorful parade, and the delicate yellow irises that liked their feet wet were already blooming in the spring shadows like tiny sunbeams. Brush had been cleared for them. Though it grew back quickly, as long as his father had lived there had been hands to hack it down again. Now that responsibility lay on Cade as well.
There was a small stone bench in the clearing where Hope had built her fire that last night of her life. There was another arched bridge over the tobacco-brown water haunted by cypress trees, bordered by thickly curling ferns and rhododendrons flowering in sheer white. Camellias and pansies that would bring flower and scent over the winter when they thrived.
And between the bench and the bridge, in the midst of a pool of pink and blue blossoms, stood a marble statue carved in the likeness of a laughing young girl who would be forever eight.
They had buried her eighteen years before, on a hill in the sunlight. But here, in the green shadows and wild scents, was where Hope’s spirit lay.
Cade sat on the bench, let his hands dangle between his knees. He didn’t come here often. Since his father’s death eight years before no one did, at least no one in the family.
As far as his mother was concerned, this place ceased to exist from the moment Hope had been found. Raped, strangled, then tossed aside like a used-up doll.
Just how much, Cade asked himself, as he had countless times over that long sea of years, just how much of what had been done to her was on his head?
He sat back, closed his eyes. He’d lied to Tory, he admitted now. He did want something from her. He wanted answers. Answers he’d waited for more than half his life.
He took five precious minutes to steady himself. Strange he hadn’t realized until now how much it had unnerved him to see her again. She’d been right that he’d paid scant attention to her when they were children. She’d been the little Bodeen girl his sister had run with, and beneath the notice of a twelve-year-old boy.
Until that morning, that horrible morning in August when she’d come to the door with her cheek raw and bruised and her wide eyes terrified. From that moment, there’d been nothing about her he hadn’t noticed. Nothing about her he’d forgotten.
He’d made it his business to know all there was to know about where she’d gone, what she’d done, who she’d been long after she left Progress.
He’d known, nearly to the hour, when she’d begun making her plans to come back.
And still he hadn’t been prepared to see her standing in that empty room, the color leached out of her face so that her eyes stood out like pools of smoke.
They’d both take time to settle, Cade decided as he got to his feet. And then they’d deal with each other. Then they’d deal with Hope.
He walked back to his truck, drove out to check his crops and his crew.
He was hot, sweaty, and dirty by the time he turned between the stone pillars that guarded the long, shady lane to Beaux Reves. Twenty oaks, ten on either side, flanked the drive and arched over it to make a green and gold tunnel. In between their thick trunks he could see the flowering shrubs in bloom, the wide sweep of lawn, the ribbon of a bricked path that led to garden and outbuildings.
When he was tired, as he was now, this last stretch never failed to reach out to him, to stroke at his fatigue like a loving hand. Through drought and war, through the ripping apart of one way of life and the making of another, Beaux Reves stood.
More than two hundred years the land had been in Lavelle hands. They had tended it, nurtured it, abused it, and cursed it, but it survived. It had buried them, and it had birthed them.
And now it was his.
Perhaps the house was one huge eccentricity in the center of elegance, more fortress than house, more defiant than graceful. The stone caught sparks from the dying sun, and glinted. The towers lanced arrogantly into a sky going the color of a fresh bruise.
There was a huge pool of flowers in the oval centering the circular drive. Some long-ago ancestor’s attempt to soften the arrogantly masculine lines, Cade had always thought. Instead, the sea of flowers and shrubs served as a sharp contrast to the massive front doors of deeply carved oak and the straight spears of windows.
He left the truck at the far curve of the drive and walked up the six stone steps. The veranda had been added on by his great-grandfather. A bit of civility, Cade mused, with its shading roof and twining vines of clematis. He could sit, if he chose, as those of his blood had sat for generations, and look out over grass and tree and flower without smudging the view with the vicious and sweat-soaked work of the fields.
Which was why he rarely sat there.
He scraped the soil off his boots. Inside those doors was his mother’s domain, and though she would say nothing, her disapproving silence, her cool-eyed stare at any trace of the fields on her floors, would be worse than a blistering lecture.
Spring had been kind, so the windows were open to the evening. The scents from the gardens spilled in to mingle with the perfumes of the flowers that had been selected and arranged indoors.
The entrance hall was massive, the floor marbled in sea green so it felt as though his feet would simply sink into cool water.
He thought of a shower, a beer, and a good hot meal before he tackled the evening’s paperwork. He moved quietly, listening, and felt no guilt at the hope he could avoid any contact with his family until he was clean and refueled.
He’d gotten as far as the bar in the main parlor, had just popped the top on a Beck’s, when he heard the feminine click of heels. He winced, but his face was composed and relaxed when Faith swirled into the room.
“Pour me a white wine, darling, I got some rough edges need smoothing.”
She stretched herself out on the sofa as she spoke, with a fussy little sigh and a finger brush of her short bob of blond hair. She was back to blond. There were those who said Faith Lavelle changed her hair color nearly as often as she changed men.
There were those who relished saying it.
She’d been divorced twice in her twenty-six years, and had gathered and discarded more lovers than most cared to count. Particularly Faith. Yet she managed to project the image of the delicate southern flower with camellia-white skin and the Lavelle blue eyes. Moody blue eyes that could well up with tears on command, and were skilled at making promises she might or might not intend to keep.
Her first husband had been a wild and handsome boy of eighteen with whom she’d eloped two months before she graduated from high school. She’d loved him with all the passion and capriciousness of youth and had been devastated when he’d left her flat, and broke, less than a year later.
Not that she let anyone know that. As far as the world was concerned, she’d dumped Bobby Lee Matthews and had come back to Beaux Reves because she’d grown bored playing house.
Three years later, she’d married an aspiring country-western singer she’d met in a bar. That she had done out of boredom, but she’d stuck it out for two years before she realized Clive had also aspired to live the cheating, beating lyrics of the songs he scribbled in a haze of Budweiser and Marlboros.
So once again, she was back at Beaux Reves, edgy, dissatisfied, and secretly disgusted with herself.
She sent Cade a sweet and melting smile when he brought her a glass of wine. “Honey, you look worn out. Why don’t you sit down and put your feet up for a while?” She grabbed his hand, gave it a little tug. “You work too hard.”
“Anytime you want to pitch in …”
Her smile sharpened, a blade turned to the keen edge. “Beaux Reves is yours. Papa made that clear all our lives.”
“Papa’s not here anymore.”
Faith merely moved one careless shoulder. “Doesn’t change the facts.” She lifted her wine, sipped. She was a lovely woman who took great pains to exploit her beauty. Even now, for an evening at home, she’d added soft color to her cheeks, painted her sensuously wide mouth a poppy pink and had draped herself in a silk blouse and slacks in soft rose.
“You can change anything you want to change.”
“I’ve been raised to be decorative, and useless.” She tossed her head, then stretched like a cat. “And I’m so good at it.”
“You irritate me, Faith.”
“I’m good at that, too.” Amused, she nudged his leg with her bare foot. “Don’t be cross, Cade. Arguing’s going to spoil my taste for this wine. I’ve already had words with Mama today.”
“A day doesn’t go by you don’t have words with Mama.”
“I wouldn’t if she wasn’t so critical of every damn thing. She’s been in a mood most of the day.” Faith’s eyes glittered. “Since Lissy called from town, anyhow.”
“No point in it. She knew Tory was coming back.”
“Coming’s different from being. I don’t think she likes the idea of renting the Marsh House to her.”
“If she doesn’t live there, she’ll just live somewhere else.” Since he was tired, he lay his head back and tried to will the tension of the day out of his neck and shoulders. “She’s back, and it appears she means to stay.”
“So you did go see her.” Faith drummed her fingers against her thigh. “I thought you would. Duty first for our Cade. Well … What’s she like?”
“Polite, reserved. Nervous, I think, about being back.” He took a sip of beer. “Attractive.”
“Attractive? I remember tree-bark hair and knobby knees. Skinny and spooky.”
He let it pass. Faith tended to pout if a man, even her brother, commented on another woman’s good looks. He wasn’t in the mood for her sulks. “You could make the effort to be nice to her, Faith. Tory wasn’t responsible for what happened to Hope. What’s the point of making her feel as though she were?”
“Did I say I wasn’t going to be nice to her?” Faith ran her fingers around the rim of her glass, she couldn’t seem to keep them still.
“I imagine she could use a friend.”
Faith dropped her hand, and her silky voice went flat. “She was Hope’s friend, never mine.”
“Maybe not, but Hope’s not here anymore, either. And you could use a friend yourself.”
“Honey, I’ve got plenty of friends. It’s just that none of them happens to be a woman. Fact is, things are so dull around here, I might go into town tonight after all. See if I can find me a friend for a few hours.”
“Suit yourself.” He pushed her foot aside and rose. “I need a shower.”
“Cade,” she said before he got to the door. She’d seen that flare of derision in his eyes, and it stung. “I got a right to live my life as I choose.”
“You’ve got a right to waste your life as you choose.”
“All right,” she said evenly. “And so do you. But I’m saying maybe for once I agree with Mama on one thing. We’d all be better off if Victoria Bodeen went back to Charleston and stayed there. You’d sure as hell be better off keeping your distance from whatever trouble she’s carrying with her.”
“What are you afraid of, Faith?”
Everything, she thought, as he walked away. Just everything.
Restless now, she uncurled herself and paced to the tall front windows. Gone now was the languorous southern belle. Her movements were quick, almost jittering with nervous energy.
Maybe she would go into town, she thought. Go somewhere. Maybe she’d just leave altogether.
And go where?
Nothing was what she thought it would be when she left Beaux Reves. No one was how she thought they would be. Including herself.
Every time she left she told herself it was for good. But she always came back. Every time she left she told herself it would be different. That she would be different.
But she never was.
How could she expect anyone to understand that everything that had happened before, everything that had happened since, all hinged on that one night when she—when Hope—had been eight?
Now the person who connected the night with all the others was back.
Standing, looking out over the lawn and gardens going silver with dusk, Faith wished Tory Bodeen to hell.
It was nearly eight when Wade finished with his last patient, an elderly mixed breed with failing kidneys and a heart murmur. His equally elderly owner couldn’t bring herself to put the poor old dog down, so Wade had once again treated the dog and gently soothed the human.
He was too tired for the diner and thought he’d just slap together a sandwich or open a can.
The small apartment above his office suited him. It was efficient, convenient, and cheap. He could have afforded better, and so both of his parents continually reminded him, but he preferred to live simply and shovel the profits of his practice back into it.
He had no pets of his own at the moment, though he’d had quite a menagerie as a child. Dogs and cats, of course, and with them the prerequisite wounded birds, the frogs, the turtles, the rabbits, and once a runt pig he’d called Buster. His indulgent mother hadn’t drawn the line until he’d wanted to bring home a black snake he’d found stretched across the road.
He’d been sure he could talk her into it, but when he’d come to the kitchen door with a plea in his eyes and four feet of wiggling snake in his hands, his mother had screamed loud enough to bring Mr. Pritchett from next door leaping over their shared fence.
Pritchett had sprained his hamstring, Wade’s mother had dropped her beloved milk glass pitcher on the kitchen tiles, and the snake had been banished to the river outside of town.
But bless her, Wade thought, she’d tolerated everything else he’d dragged in with hardly a word of complaint.
Eventually he’d have a house and yard and the time to indulge himself. But until he could afford a larger staff, most of his workdays ran ten hours minimum, and that didn’t count the emergencies. People who didn’t have the time to devote to pets shouldn’t have them. He felt the same way about children.
He headed into the kitchen first, grabbed an apple. Dinner, such as it was, would wait until he’d washed the dog off him.
Crunching into the apple, he flipped through the mail he’d carried up with him as he walked to the bedroom.
He smelled her before he saw her. That hot wave of woman hit his senses, scattered his thoughts. She stirred on the bed, a rustle of silky skin against the sheets.
She wore nothing but an invitational smile.
“Hello, lover. You worked late.”
“You said you’d be busy tonight.”
Faith crooked a finger. “I intend to be. Why don’t you come over here and occupy me.”
Wade tossed the mail and the apple aside. “Why don’t I?”




5
It was a pitiful thing, Wade supposed, for a man to be hung up on one woman all of his life. More than pitiful when that woman insisted on flitting in and out of that life like a careless butterfly. And the man let her.
Each time she came back, he told himself he wouldn’t play the game. And each time she hooked him in until he was too deep into the pot to fold his hand and walk away.
He’d been the first man to have her. He had no hope of being the last.
He was no more able to resist her now than he’d been over ten years before. That bright summer night she’d climbed in his window, and into his bed while he slept. He could still remember what it had been like, to wake with that sleek, hot body sliding over his, that hungry mouth smothering him, devouring him, clamping over him until he was rock hard and randy.
She was fifteen years old, he thought now, and she’d taken him with the quick, heartless efficiency of a fifty-dollar whore. And she’d been a virgin.
That, she’d told him, had been the point. She didn’t want to be a virgin, and she’d decided to get rid of the burden with as little fuss as possible, and with someone she knew, liked, and trusted.
Simple as that.
For Faith it had always been simple. But for Wade, that summer night, weeks before he’d gone back to college, had layered on the first of many complicated tiers that made up his relationship with Faith Lavelle.
They’d had sex as often as they could manage that summer. In the backseat of his car, late at night when his parents slept down the hall, in the middle of the day when his mother sat on the veranda gossiping with friends. Faith was always willing, eager, ready. She’d been a young man’s wet dream sprung to life.
And had become Wade’s obsession.
He’d been sure she’d wait for him.
In less than two years, while he’d been studying fiercely and planning for the future, their future, she’d run off with Bobby Lee. Wade had gotten drunk and stayed drunk for a week.
She’d come back, of course. To Progress, and eventually to him. With no apology, no tearful plea for forgiveness.
That was the pattern of their relationship. He detested her for it, nearly as much as he detested himself.
“So …” Faith climbed over him, tugged a cigarette from the pack on the nightstand, and straddling him, lighted it. “Tell me about Tory.”
“When did you start smoking again?”
“Today.” She smiled, leaning down to give him a little nip on the chin. “Don’t give me grief on it, Wade. Everyone’s entitled to a vice.”
“Which one have you missed?”
She laughed, but there was an edge to it, an edge in her eyes. “If you don’t try them out, how do you know which ones fit? Now, come on, baby, tell me about Tory. I’m just dying to know everything.”
“There’s nothing to know. She’s back.”
Faith let out a huge sigh. “Men are such irritating creatures. What does she look like? How does she act? What’s she up to?”
“She looks grown-up, and acts very much the same. She’s up to opening a gift shop on Market Street.” At Faith’s cool stare, he shrugged. “Tired. She looks tired, maybe a little too thin, like someone who hasn’t been altogether well just lately. But there’s a sheen on her, the kind you get from city living. As for what she’s up to, I can’t say. Why don’t you ask her?”
She trailed her hand over his shoulder. He had such wonderful shoulders. “She’s not likely to tell me. Never liked me.”
“That’s not true, Faith.”
“I oughta know.” Impatient, she rolled off him, off the bed, graceful and contrary as a cat, drawing deep on her cigarette while she paced. The moonlight shimmered over her white skin, lending it a faint and exotic blue cast. He could see fading smudges on her, the shadows of bruises.
She’d wanted it rough.
“Always staring at me with those spooky eyes, hardly saying boo, except to Hope. She always had plenty to say to Hope. The two of them were all the time whispering together. What’s she want to move back into the old Marsh House for? What’s she thinking?”
“I imagine she’s thinking it’d be nice to have a familiar roof over her head.” He rose, quietly closing the curtains before one of the neighbors saw her.
“You know what went on under that roof as well as I do.” Faith turned back, her eyes glittering when Wade switched the bedside light on low. “What kind of person goes back to a place where they were trapped? Maybe she’s as crazy as people used to say.”
“She’s not crazy.” Weary now, Wade tugged on his jeans. “She’s lonely. Sometimes lonely people come back home, because there’s no place else.”
That hit a little too close to the heart. She turned her eyes away from his, tapped out her cigarette. “Sometimes home’s the loneliest place of all.”
He touched her hair, just a light stroke. It made her yearn to burrow in, cling tight. Deliberately she lifted her head, smiled brilliantly. “Why are we talking about Tory Bodeen, anyway? Let’s fix ourselves some supper, and eat in bed.” Slowly, her eyes on his, she drew down the zipper of his jeans. “I always have such an appetite when I’m with you.”
Later, he woke in the dark. She was gone. She never stayed, never slept with him in the most simple way. There were times Wade wondered if she slept at all, or if that internal engine of hers forever ran, fueled on nerves, and on needs that were never quite met.
It was his curse, he supposed, to love a woman who seemed incapable of returning genuine feelings. He should cut her out of his life. It was the sane thing to do. She’d only slice him open again, and every time she did, it took longer to heal. Sooner or later there’d be nothing left of his heart but scar tissue, and he’d have no one but himself to blame.
He felt the anger building, a black heat that bubbled in the blood. Leaving the lights off, he dressed in the dark. His fury needed a target before it turned inward and imploded.
It would have been smarter, more comfortable, God knew more sensible, to have booked a room in a hotel for the night. It would have been a simple matter to have accepted her uncle’s hospitality and slept in one of the overly fussy, decorated-to-death bedrooms Boots kept ready in the big house.
As a child she’d often dreamed of sleeping in that perfect house on that perfect street where she’d imagined everything smelled of perfume and polish.
Instead, Tory spread a blanket on the bare floor and lay awake in the dark.
Pride, stubbornness, a need to prove herself? She wasn’t sure of her own motives for spending her first night in Progress in the empty house of her childhood. But she’d made her bed, so to speak, and was determined to lie in it.
In the morning there would be a great deal to do. Already that evening she’d gone over her lists and made a dozen more. She needed to buy a bed, and a phone. New towels, a shower curtain. She needed a lamp and a table to put it on.
Camping out wasn’t quite the adventure it used to be, and having simple tastes and needs didn’t mean she didn’t require basic comforts.
Lying there in the dark she used her lists, in much the same way she had used the sheer white wall. Each item mentally ticked off was another brick set in place to block out images and keep herself centered in the now.
She’d go to the market and stock the kitchen. If she let that go too long she’d fall back into the habit of skipping meals again. When she neglected her body, it was more difficult to control her mind.
She’d go to the bank, open accounts, personal and business. A trip to the Progress Weekly was in order. She’d already designed her ad.
Most of all, while she set up the store in the next weeks, she needed to be visible. She’d work on being friendly, personable. Normal.
It would take time to weather the expected whispers, the questions, the stares. She was prepared for it. By the time she opened for business, people would be used to seeing her again. More, much more important, they would become used to seeing her as she wanted to be seen.
Gradually, she’d become a fixture in town. And then she would begin to explore. She would ask questions. She’d begin to look for the answers.
When she had them, she could say good-bye to Hope.
Closing her eyes, she listened to the night sounds, the chorus of peepers, so cheerfully monotonous, the sharp and jarring screech of an owl on the hunt, the soft groans of old wood settling, the occasional sly riveting of mice making themselves at home behind the wall.
She’d have to set traps, she thought sleepily. She was sorry for it, but she didn’t care to share her space with rodents. She’d put mothballs under the porches to discourage snakes.
It was mothballs, wasn’t it? It had been so long since she’d lived in the country. You put out mothballs for snakes and hung soap for deer and protected what was yours, even though it had been theirs first.
And if the rabbits came to nibble at the kitchen garden, you laid out pieces of hose so they thought it was the snakes you shooed away with the mothballs. Else Daddy’d come home and shoot them with his .22. You’d have to eat them for supper, even though you got sick after because you could see how cute they were twitching their long ears. You had to eat what God provided or pay the price. Getting sick was better than getting a beating.
No, don’t think about that, she ordered herself, and shifted on the hard floor. No one was going to make her eat what she didn’t want to eat, not ever again. No one was going to raise a strap to her or a fist.
She was in charge now.
She dreamed of sitting on the soft ground by a fire that snapped and smoked and burned the marshmallow she held into the flame on a stick. She liked it burnt so that the outside was black and crackled over the gooey white center. Lifting it out, she blew on the fire that came with it.
She singed the roof of her mouth, but that was all part of the ritual. The quick pain, then the contrast of crisp and sweet sugar.
“Might as well eat charcoal,” Hope said, turning her own candy so that it bubbled gold. “Now, this is a perfectly toasted marshmallow.”
“I like them my way.” To prove it, Tory got another from the bag and stabbed it onto the pointy end of her stick.
“Like Lilah says, ‘To each his own, said the lady as she kissed the cow.’” Grinning, Hope nibbled delicately on her marshmallow. “I’m glad you came back, Tory.”
“I always wanted to. I guess maybe I was afraid. I guess I still am.”
“But you’re here. You came, just like you were supposed to.”
“I didn’t come that night.” Tory looked away from the fire, into the eyes of childhood.
“I guess you weren’t supposed to.”
“I promised I would. Ten thirty-five. Then I didn’t. I didn’t even try.”
“You have to try now, ‘cause there were more. And there’ll still be more until you stop it.”
The weight was lowering again so that her eight-year-old chest strained under it. “What do you mean, more?”
“More like me. Just like me.” Solemn blue eyes, deep as pools, looked through the smoke and into Tory’s. “You have to do what you’re supposed to do, Tory. You have to be careful and you have to be smart. Victoria Bodeen, girl spy.”
“Hope, I’m not a girl anymore.”
“That’s why it’s time.” The fire climbed higher, grew brighter. The deep blue eyes captured glints of it, specks of wild light. “You have to stop it.”
“How?”
But Hope shook her head and whispered, “Something’s in the dark.”
Tory’s eyes shot open. Her heart was thundering in her chest, and in her mouth was the taste of fear and burnt candy.
Something’s in the dark. She heard it, the echo of Hope’s voice, and the rustle, like a tail of the wind through the leaves, just outside her window.
She saw it, the faint shifting of the light as someone stepped into the path of the moon.
The child inside her wanted to curl up, to cover her face with her hands, to will herself invisible. She was alone. Defenseless.
Whoever was outside was watching, waiting. Even through the fear she could feel that. She struggled to blank her mind, to bring the face, the form, the name into it. But there was only the sheer glass wall of terror.
Not all the terror was hers.
They’re afraid, too, she realized. Afraid of me. Why?
Her hand trembled as she slowly reached out for the flashlight beside the blanket. The solid weight of it helped her beat back the worst of the fear. She would not lie helpless. She would defend herself, she would confront, she would take charge.
The child had been a victim. The woman wouldn’t be.
She swung up to her knees, flicked at the switch, fumbled, nearly screamed when the beam flashed on. She aimed it at the window like a weapon.
And there was nothing there but shadows and moon.
Her breath came in pants, but she got to her feet. She rushed to the door, slapped on the overhead lights. Whoever was outside could see her now. Let them look, she thought. Let them see she wouldn’t cower in the dark.
The beam of light bobbed as she hurried from the bedroom into the kitchen. Again, she switched on the overheads. Let them look, she thought again, and grabbed a carving knife out of the wooden block she’d unpacked. Let them look and see I’m not defenseless.
She’d locked the doors, a habit she’d developed in the city. But she was well aware how useless such a precaution was here. One good kick would spring the locks.
She stepped out of the light, into the shadows of the living room. With her back to the wall, she willed herself to regulate her breathing, until it began to come slow and quiet. She couldn’t see if her thoughts were tumbling, couldn’t concentrate if her blood was screaming.
For the first time in over four years she prepared to open herself to the gift she’d been cursed with at birth.
But lights stabbed through the front window and washed across the room. Her thoughts scattered wild as blown petals at the sound of a car driving fast up her lane.
Tires sent the thin layer of gravel spitting, an impatient, demanding sound. Her breath came harsh again as she forced herself to the door. She jabbed the flashlight in the pocket of the sweats she’d slept in, gripped the knife firmly in one hand and turned the lock.
The car lights clicked off as the driver yanked open the door. “What do you want?” Snatching the flashlight again, Tory shoved at the switch. “What are you doing here?”
“Just visiting an old friend.”
Tory aimed the beam at the figure that stepped out of the car. Her knees went weak, her skin clammy. “Hope.” She choked out the name as the knife slipped from her fingers and clattered to the floor. “Oh God.”
Another dream. Another episode. Or maybe it was just madness. Maybe it always had been.
She stepped up to the porch. Moonlight shimmered onto her hair, into her eyes. The screen door creaked as she opened it. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost, or were expecting one.” She bent down, picked up the knife. With one elegant finger she tapped the tip of the blade.
“But I’m real enough.” So saying she held up the finger, and the tiny drop of blood gleamed. “It’s Faith,” she added, and simply walked in. “I saw your light as I was driving by.”
“Faith?” There was a rush like the sea in her head. The joy in it, that frantic leap of it, ebbed as she said the name again. “Faith.”
“That’s right. Got anything to drink around here?” She wandered into the kitchen.
As if she owned the place, Tory thought, then reminded herself that the Lavelles did indeed own the place. She ran a hand over her face, into her hair. Then bracing herself, followed Faith into the kitchen.
“I have some iced tea.”
“I meant something with a little more punch.”
“No, I’m sorry. I don’t. I’m not exactly set up for company as yet.”
“So I see.” Intrigued, Faith did a turn around the kitchen, laying the knife on the counter as she passed. “A little more spartan than I expected. Even for you.”
This was how Hope would have looked if she’d lived. Tory couldn’t get the thought out of her head. She would have looked just like this, deep blue eyes against clear white skin, hair the color of corn silk. Slim and beautiful. And alive.
“I don’t need much.”
“That was always the difference, one of them, anyway, between us. You didn’t need much. I needed everything.”
“Did you ever get it?”
Faith arched a brow, then only smiled and leaned back on the counter. “Oh, I’m still collecting. How does it feel to be back?”
“I haven’t been back long enough to know.”
“Long enough to come to the door with a kitchen knife in your hand when someone pays a call.”
“I’m not used to calls at three in the morning.”
“I had a late date. I’m between husbands at the moment. You never did marry, did you?”
“No.”
“I swear I heard something about you being engaged at one time. I guess it didn’t work out.”
The sense of failure, despair, betrayal wanted to come. “No, it didn’t work out. I take it your marriages—two of them, weren’t there?—didn’t work out, either.”
Faith smiled, and this time meant it. She preferred an even match. “Grew into your teeth, I see.”
“I don’t want to take a bite out of you, Faith. And it seems pointless for you to take one out of me after all this time. I lost her, too.”
“She was my sister. You never could remember that.”
“She was your sister. She was my only friend.”
Something tried to stir inside her, but Faith blocked it off. “You could have made new friends.”
“You’re right. There’s nothing I can say to make up for it, to change things, to bring her back. Nothing I can say, nothing I can do.”
“Then why come back?”
“They never let me say good-bye.”
“It’s too late for good-byes. You believe in fresh starts and second chances, Tory?”
“Yes, I do.”
“I don’t. And I’ll tell you why.” She took a cigarette out of her purse, lighted it. After taking a drag she waved it. “Nobody wants to start over. Those who say they do are liars or delusional, but mostly liars. People just want to pick up where they left off, wherever things went wrong, and start off in a new direction without any of the baggage. Those who manage it are the lucky ones because somehow they’re able to shrug off all those pesky weights like guilt and consequences.”
She took another drag, giving Tory a contemplative stare. “You don’t look all that lucky to me.”
“You know what, neither do you. And that’s a surprise.”
Faith’s mouth trembled open, then she shut it again and smiled thinly. “Oh, I travel light and travel often. You just ask anyone.”
“Looks like we’ve landed in the same place. Why don’t we make the best of it?”
“Long as you remember who got here first, we won’t have a problem.”
“You’ve never let me forget it. But right now this is my house, and I’m tired.”
“Then I’ll see you around.” She started out, trailing smoke. “You sleep tight, Tory. Oh, and if staying out here all alone gives you the willies, I’d trade that knife in for a gun.”
She stopped, opened her purse, and lifted out a trim, pearl-handled pistol. “A woman just can’t be too careful, can she?” With a light laugh, she dropped the gun back into her bag, snapped it closed, then let the screen door slap behind her.
Tory made herself stand in the doorway, even when the headlights blinded her. She stood there until the car reversed out of the lane, swung onto the road, and sped away.
She locked the door, then went back in the kitchen for the flashlight, and the knife. Part of her wanted to get into the car, drive into town, and knock on her uncle’s door. But if she couldn’t spend this first night in the house, it would be that much easier to avoid the next, and the next.
She lay with her back to the wall, her eyes on the window until the dark softened and the first birds of morning woke.
He had been afraid. When he’d crept so quietly to the window, he’d felt what he felt so rarely. A fist of fear squeezing at his gut.
Tory Bodeen, back where it had all started.
She was sleeping, curled on the floor like a gypsy, and he could see the curve of her cheek, the shape of her lips in the slant of moonlight.
Something would have to be done. He’d known that, had begun to plan for it in his quiet and steady way. But what a jolt to see her here, to remember it all so vividly just by seeing her here.
He’d been startled when she’d woken, coming out of sleep as fast and straight as an arrow from a bow. Even in the dark he’d seen visions in her eyes. It had brought sweat to his face, to the palms of his hands. But there were plenty of shadows, plenty of shelter to slide into. Cracks in the wall.
He’d folded himself into one of the cracks and watched Faith arrive. The bright hair gleaming in the moonlight in such an interesting contrast to Tory’s dark. Tory who seemed to absorb the light rather than reflect it.
He’d known, of course, in that instant when they’d stood together, when their voices had mixed, where they would take him. Where he would take them.
It would be as it had been the first time, so long ago. It would be what he’d been trying to recapture for eighteen long years.
It would be perfect.
She’d planned to be up early. When the knock at the front door woke her at eight, Tory wasn’t certain if she was more irritated with herself or the new visitor. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she stumbled out of the bedroom, blinked at the sunlight, and fumbled with the lock.
She gave Cade one bleary stare through the screen. “Maybe I shouldn’t be paying rent if the Lavelles have decided to make this their home away from home.”
“Sorry?”
“Nothing.” She gave the screen one halfhearted push that wasn’t entirely an invitation, then turned away. “I need coffee.”
“I woke you.” He stepped in to follow her into the kitchen. “Farmers tend to think everyone’s up at dawn. I—” He stopped by the open door of the bedroom, swore. “For Christ’s sake, Tory, you don’t even have a bed.”
“I’m getting one today.”
“Why didn’t you stay with J.R. and Boots?”
“Because I didn’t want to.”
“You prefer sleeping on the floor? What’s this?” He walked into the room, taking over, Tory thought, much as his sister had the night before, then came out holding the knife.
“It’s my crochet hook. I’ve got a hell of an afghan going.” When he only stared at her, she hissed out a breath and stomped into the kitchen. “I had a late night, and I’m surly, so watch your step.”
Saying nothing, he slid the knife back into its slot in the block. While she measured out coffee and water, he set the plate he carried on the counter.
“What’s that?”
“Lilah sent it over, she knew I was coming this way this morning.” Cade peeled up a corner of the foil. “Coffee cake. She said you had a taste for her sour cream coffee cake.”
Tory merely stared at it, shocking them both when her eyes filled. Before he could move, she held up a hand, kept it aloft like a shield as she turned away.
Unable to resist, he ran a hand over her hair, then let it drop when she stepped quickly, deliberately out of reach.
“You tell her I appreciate it very much. She’s well, is she?”
“Why don’t you come by and see for yourself?”
“No, not for a while yet. I don’t think for a little while yet.” Steadier, she opened a cupboard and took down a cup.
“You gonna share?”
She glanced back over her shoulder. Her eyes were dry now, and clear. He didn’t look like a damn farmer, she thought. Oh, he was tanned and lean, and his hair streaked from the sun. His jeans were old and his shirt faded blue. There were sunglasses hooked carelessly by one earpiece in the breast pocket.
What he looked like, she decided, was some Hollywood director’s image of a young, prosperous southern farmer who could ooze charm and sex appeal with one easy smile.
She didn’t trust images.
“I suppose I have to be polite.”
“You could be rude and greedy,” he said, “but you’d feel terrible about it later.”
She had four cups, he noted, four saucers, all in solid, sensible white. She had an automatic coffeemaker, and no bed. Her shelves were already tidily lined, again in white. There wasn’t a single chair in the house.
Just what, he wondered, did such matters say about Tory Bodeen?
She took out another knife, then lifted her eyebrows at him as she measured a slice. He wagged his fingers until she widened it. “Got an appetite this morning?” she asked as she cut through.
“I’ve been smelling that all the way over here.” He picked up the plates. “Why don’t we have this out on the front porch? I take my coffee black,” he added, then walked out.
Tory only sighed and poured two cups.
He was sitting on the steps when she came out, resting his back against the top riser. She sat beside him, sipping her coffee and looking out over his fields.
She’d missed this. The realization came in a backward slap of surprise that was more shock than pain. She’d missed mornings here, when the heat of the day had yet to smother the air, when the birds sang like miracles, and the fields lay green and growing.
She’d had precious mornings like that even as a child, when she had sat on what had been a cracked concrete stoop, studied the coming day, and dreamed foolish dreams.
“It’s a nice smile,” he commented. “Is it the cake or the company that tugged it out of you?”
It vanished like a ghost. “Why were you coming this way this morning, Cade?”
“I got fields to look after, crews to check.” He broke off a corner of coffee cake. “And I wanted another look at you.”
“Why?”
“To see if you were as pretty as I thought you were yesterday.”
She shook her head, took a bite of cake, and went straight back to Miss Lilah’s wonderful kitchen. It cheered her so much she smiled again, took another bite. “Why, really?”
“You did look a sight better yesterday,” he said conversationally. “But I have to take into account you didn’t get much sleep on that floor. You make a fine cup of coffee, Miz Bodeen.”
“There’s no reason you have to feel you need to check up on me. I’m fine here. I just need a couple of days to settle in. I’m not going to be here half the time anyway. Setting up the store’s going to take most of my time.”
“I imagine so. Have dinner with me tonight.”
“What for?” When he didn’t answer, she turned her head. His eyes were amused, his lips faintly curved. And in that mild and friendly expression she saw something she’d successfully avoided for years. Frank male interest.
“No, no. Oh no.” She lifted her cup, gulped down coffee.
“That was pretty definite. Let’s make it tomorrow night.”
“No. Cade, I’m sure that’s very flattering, but I don’t have the time or the inclination for any sort of a … of a thing.”
He stretched out his long legs, crossed them at the ankles. “We don’t know what sort of a thing either of us has in mind at this stage. Me, I enjoy a meal now and again, and find I enjoy one more in good company.”
“I don’t date.”
“Is that a religious obligation or a societal preference?”
“It’s a personal choice. Now …” Because he looked to be settling in, entirely too comfortably, she got to her feet. “I’m sorry, but I have to get started on my day. I’m already behind schedule.”
He rose, watched her eyes go wide and watchful when he shifted just an inch closer. “Somebody roughed you up plenty, didn’t they?”
“Don’t.”
“That’s just the point, Tory.” Because he didn’t care to have her flinch away from him, he eased back. “I wouldn’t. Thanks for the coffee.”
He walked to his truck, pausing to turn back when he’d opened the door. He gave her a good long stare, figuring it would do them both good for her to get used to it. “I was wrong,” he called out as he climbed in the cab. “You’re just as pretty today.”
She smiled before she could help herself, watched him grin before he backed out of the lane.
Alone, she sat back down. “Oh hell,” she muttered, and stuffed more cake into her mouth.
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Independent small-town banks were a dying breed. Tory knew this because her uncle, who’d managed Progress Bank and Trust for twelve years, rarely failed to mention it. Even without the family connection, she would have chosen it for her business. It was just good politics.
It sat on the east side of Market, two blocks down from her shop. That added convenience. The old redbrick building had been carefully and lovingly preserved. That added charm. The Lavelles had established it in 1853, and maintained a proprietary interest.
There, she thought, as she turned toward the front door, was the politics. If you wanted to do business successfully in Progress, South Carolina, you did business with the Lavelles.
It was a rare pie their fingers weren’t dipped in.
The interior of the bank had changed. She could remember visiting her grandmother and thinking the tellers worked in cages, like exotic animals in the zoo. Now the lobby area was open, almost airy, and four tellers manned a long, high counter.
They’d added a drive-through window in the back, and behind a waist-high wooden rail and gate two employees sat at lovely old desks topped with sharp and efficient-looking computers. There were several nicely executed paintings of South Carolinian land and seascapes adorning the walls.
Someone, she mused, had figured out how to modernize without deleting the soul. She wondered if she could gently nudge her uncle into one of the paintings or wall hangings she’d soon have for sale.
“Tory Bodeen, is that you?”
With a little jolt, Tory turned her attention to the woman behind the rail. She worked up a smile as she tried to place the face, and came up blank.
“Yes, hello.”
“Well, it’s just so nice to see you again, and all grownup, too.” The woman was tiny, could barely have topped five feet. She came through the gate, held out both hands. “Always knew you’d be a pretty thing. You won’t remember me.”
It felt so rude not to in the face of such sincere delight. For a moment, Tory was tempted to use the connection, grab on to a name. But she couldn’t break a vow over something so trivial. “I’m sorry.”
“Now, there’s no need for that. You were just a bit of a thing last I saw you. I’m Betsy Gluck. Your grandma trained me when I was just out of high school. I remember how you used to come in now and again and sit quiet as a mouse.”
“You gave me lollipops.” It was such a relief to remember, to have that quick, sweet taste of cherry on her tongue.
“Why, imagine you remembering that after all this time.” Betsy’s green eyes sparkled as she gave Tory’s hands a squeeze. “Now, you’re here to see J.R.”
“If he’s busy, I can just—”
“Don’t be silly. I’ve got instructions to take you straight into his office.” She wrapped an arm around Tory’s waist as she led her through the gate.
She’d have to get used to this, Tory reminded herself. To being touched. Handled. She couldn’t be a stranger here.
“It must be so exciting, opening a store all your own. I just can’t wait to come shopping. I bet Miz Mooney’s just so proud she could pop.” Betsy rapped on a door at the end of a short hall. “J.R., your niece is here to see you.”
The door swung open, and J.R. Mooney filled it. The size of him always astonished Tory. How this big, brawny man had come from her grandmother was one of life’s mysteries.
“There she is!” His voice was as big as the rest of him and boomed out as he made his grab.
Tory was braced for it, and still lost her breath when he scooped her off her feet into his wild grizzly hug. And as always, the surprise came as her toes left the ground and the rib-cracking embrace made her laugh.
“Uncle Jimmy.” Tory pressed her face into his bull’s neck, and finally, finally, felt home.
“J.R., you’re going to snap that girl like a twig.”
“She’s little.” J.R. winked at Betsy. “But she’s wiry. You make sure we got us a few minutes’ quiet in here, won’t you, Betsy?”
“Don’t you worry. Welcome home, Tory,” Betsy added, and closed the door.
“Here, now, you sit down. Want anything? Coca-Cola?”
“No, nothing. I’m fine.” She didn’t sit, but lifted her hands, then dropped them. “I should have come to see you yesterday.”
“Don’t you fret about that. You’re here now.” He leaned back on his desk, a man of six-two and a muscled two-fifty. His ginger-colored hair hadn’t faded with age, but there were thin wires of silver woven through the mass of it. The brush mustache that added a bit of dash to his round face had grown in pure silver, as had his woolly caterpillar eyebrows. His eyes were more blue than gray, and had always seemed so kind to Tory.
Abruptly, he grinned, big as the moon. “Girl, you look like city. Just as pretty and polished as a TV star. Boots is gonna love showing you off.” He laughed at Tory’s automatic wince. “Oh now, you’ll indulge her a bit, won’t you? She never did have that daughter she pined for, and Wade just won’t cooperate and get married to give her little granddaughters to dress up.”
“She tries to put a lace pinafore on me, we’re going to have trouble. I’ll go see her, Uncle Jimmy. I need to get settled first, get into the shop and roll up my sleeves. I’ve got stock and supplies coming in over the next few days.”
“Ready to work, are you?”
“Eager. I’ve wanted to take this step a long time. I hope the Progress Bank and Trust has room for another account.”
“We’ve always got room for more money. I’ll set you up myself, and we’ll get to that in just a minute. Honey, I heard you rented the old house.”
“Does Lissy Frazier hold the record for biggest mouth in Progress these days?”
“She runs neck and neck with a few others. Now, I don’t mean to crowd you or anything like that, but Cade Lavelle wouldn’t hold you to that lease if you wanted to change your mind. Boots and I wish you’d come stay with us. We got room, God knows.”
“I appreciate that, Uncle Jimmy—”
“No, hold on. Don’t say ‘but’ just yet. You’re a grown woman. I got eyes, I can see that. You’ve been on your own some years now. But I can’t say as I like the idea of you living out there, not in that house. I don’t see how it can be good for you.”
“Good or not, it feels necessary. He beat me in that house.” When J.R. closed his eyes, Tory stepped closer. “Uncle Jimmy, I don’t say that to hurt you.”
“I should’ve done something about it. I should’ve got you out of there. Away from him. Should’ve got you both out.”
“Mama wouldn’t go.” She spoke gently now, because he seemed to need it. “You know that.”
“I didn’t know how bad it was, not then. I didn’t look hard enough. But I know now, and I don’t like to think about you being out there, remembering all that.”
“I remember it wherever I am. Staying there, well, that proves to me I can face it. I can live with it. I’m not afraid of him anymore. I won’t let myself be.”
“Why don’t you come on to the house, just for a few days then. See how you settle?” He only sighed when she shook her head. “It’s my plight to be surrounded by stubborn women. Well, sit down so I can do this paperwork and take your money.”
At noon the bells of the Baptist church chimed the hour. Tory stepped back, wiped the sweat off her face. Her display window sparkled like a diamond. She’d carted boxes in from her car and stacked them in the storeroom. She’d measured for shelving, for counters, and made a list of demands and requirements she intended to take down to the realtor.
She was working on the second list, one she would take to the hardware store, when someone tapped on the cracked glass of the shop door.
She studied the spare man in workman’s clothes as she approached. Dark hair, well cut, a smooth, handsome face with an easy, crooked smile. Sunglasses hid his eyes.
“I’m sorry. I’m not open,” she said as she opened the door.
“Looks like you could use a carpenter.” He tapped his finger at the crack again. “And a glass man. How’s it going, Tory?” He took off his sunglasses, revealing dark, intense eyes, and a tiny hook-shaped scar just under the right one. “Dwight Frazier.”
“I didn’t recognize you.”
“Few inches taller, several pounds lighter than the last time you saw me. Thought I should come by, welcome you as mayor, and shift hats to see if there’s anything Frazier Construction can do for you. Mind if I come in a minute?”
“Oh, sure.” She stepped back. “Nothing much to see just now.”
“It’s a good space.”
He moved well, she noted. Not at all like the awkward, chubby boy he’d been. The braces were gone, and so was the ruthless buzz cut his father had insisted on.
He looked fit, and he looked prosperous. No, she thought. She wouldn’t have recognized him.
“It’s a solid building,” he continued, “with a strong foundation. And the roof’s sound.” He turned back, flashing the smile that had helped his orthodontist buy a cabin cruiser. “I should know, we put it on two years back.”
“Then I’ll know who to come after if it leaks.”
He laughed and hooked his sunglasses in the collar of his T-shirt. “Frazier builds to last. You’re going to want counters, shelves, displays.”
“Yes, I was just measuring.”
“I can send you a good carpenter, at a fair rate.”
It was smart, and again political, to use local labor. If, she thought, local labor met her budget. “Well, your idea of a fair rate and mine might not connect.”
His grin was lightning and full of charm. “Tell you what. Let me get some things out of my truck. You can tell me what you’ve got in mind, and I’ll give you an estimate. We’ll see if we can make them connect.”
He was aware she was measuring him, even as he measured her walls. He was used to it. As a boy, his father had measured him, and had forever found him just short of the mark.
Dwight Frazier, ex-marine, avid hunter, town councilman, and founder of Frazier Construction, had high standards for the fruit of his loins. His disappointment when that fruit had turned out undersized and soft had been keen.
Young Dwight Junior had never been allowed to forget it.
The truth was, Dwight mused, as he scribbled numbers on his clipboard, he had been short of the mark. Short, fat, clumsy, he’d been a prime candidate for jokes and sneers, and his father’s tight-lipped disappointment.
Worse, he’d had a brain. As a boy, there was no more deadly combination than a pudgy body, clumsy feet, and a sharp brain. He’d been the darling of his teachers, which meant he might as well have painted a kick-my-ass sign on his back.
His mother had struggled to make up for it the best way she knew how. By shoving food in his face. There was nothing like a box of Ho Ho’s, in his dear mama’s thinking, to make all right with the world again.
His salvation had been Cade and Wade. Why they’d befriended him had never made full sense to Dwight. Class had been part of it. They had come from three of the town’s most prominent families. For that he had been, and continued to be, grateful.
Perhaps there was, still, a tiny splinter of resentment in his gut over the whims of fate that had made those two tall, handsome, and agile, while he’d been plump, plain, and awkward. But he’d made up for it. In spades.
“I started running when I was fourteen.” He said it casually as he drew out his measuring tape again.
“Excuse me?”
“You’re wondering.” He crouched, noted on his pad again. “Got sick of being the fat kid and decided to do something about it. Took off twelve pounds of blubber in a couple of months. First few times I ran, I did it at night when no one could see me. I got sick as three dogs. Stopped eating the cupcakes and candy bars and chips my mother packed in my lunch every day. Thought I’d starve to death.”
He rose, flashed his grin again. “First year of high school I started going out to the track at night, running there. I was still overweight, still slow, but I didn’t puke up dinner anymore. Seems that Coach Heister used to come out there at night, too, in his Chevy sedan in the company of another man’s wife. I won’t mention who, as the lady remains married and is the proud grandmother of three now. Hold this end for me, sugar.”
Fascinated, Tory took the end of the measuring tape as Dwight walked backward to span the projected counter area.
“Now, it so happened that on one of our mutual visits to the Progress High School track, I got an eyeful of the coach and the future grandmother of three. It was, you can imagine, a rather awkward moment for all parties involved.”
“To say the least.”
“And the least said, the better, which is what Coach suggested to me as he clamped his hands around my throat. I had to agree. However, being a fair man, or perhaps just a suspicious one, he offered me a token in return. If I continued to train, and could take off another ten pounds, he’d give me a place on the track team come spring. This was our tacit agreement, that I would forget the incident and that he would refrain from killing me and burying my body in a shallow grave.”
“Seemed to work for everyone.”
“Sure worked for me. I took off the weight, and shocked everyone, including myself, by not only making the team but blowing the competition to hell in the fifty- and hundred-yard dashes. I was a hell of a sprinter, it turned out. I won the All Star trophy three years running, and the love of pretty Lissy Harlowe.”
She warmed to him, one outsider to another. “That’s a nice story.”
“Happy endings. I think I can help you get your own here in your shop. Why don’t I buy you lunch and we’ll talk about it.”
“I don’t—” She broke off as the door opened behind her.
“Don’t tell me you’re hiring this two-bit hustler.” Wade strolled in, swung an arm around Tory’s shoulder. “Thank God I got here in time.”
“This puppy doctor here doesn’t know a damn thing about building. Go give a poodle an enema, Wade. I’m about to take your pretty cousin, and my potential client, to lunch.”
“Then I’ll just have to come along and protect her interests.”
“I need shelves more than I need a sandwich.”
“I’ll see you get both.” Dwight winked at her. “Come on, sugar, and bring this dead weight along with you.”
She took thirty minutes, and enjoyed herself more than she’d expected. It was a pleasure to see the adult friendship between Dwight and Wade that had its roots in the boys she remembered.
It made her miss Hope.
It was easy enough for a woman who was rarely comfortable around men to relax when one was her cousin and the other tidily married. So tidily, Dwight was showing off pictures of his son before the sandwiches were served. Tory would have made the appropriate and expected noises in any case, but the truth was the little boy was seriously adorable, with Lissy’s pretty face and Dwight’s snapping eyes.
And, she decided, as she headed off to do errands, it had been constructive as well as easy. Not only did Dwight understand what she wanted, but he improved on her basic layout, and the estimate slipped comfortably into her budget. Or did after she wheedled, refused, questioned, and pushed. And, wiping imaginary sweat from his brow, he promised the work would be done before the middle of May.
Satisfied, she went out and bought a bed.
She really meant to pick up just the mattress and box spring. Years of frugality had never permitted her to impulse buy. And it was rare, very rare, for her to experience the deep-seated desire to own something.
The minute she saw it, she was hooked.
She walked away from it twice, and back again. The price wasn’t out of line, but she didn’t need a lovely, classic iron bed with slim, smooth posts to frame both head and foot of the mattress. Yes, it was practical, but it wasn’t necessary.
A sturdy bed frame, and a good solid mattress set, that was all she required. All she was going to do was sleep in it, for goodness sake.
She argued with herself even as she pulled out her credit card, as she drove to the loading dock, as she drove home. Then she was too busy hauling and cursing and tugging to waste time arguing.
Standing between rows of newly cultivated cotton, Cade watched her struggle for ten minutes. Then he did some cursing of his own, marched to his truck, and drove down to her lane.
He didn’t slam the door after he climbed out, but he wanted to.
“You forgot your magic bracelets.”
She was out of breath, some stray wisps of hair had escaped her braid and were plastered to her face, but she had the huge and heavy box halfway up the porch steps. She straightened, tried not to pant. “What?”
“You can’t be Wonder Woman without your magic bracelets. I’ll get this end.”
“I don’t need any help.”
“Stop being an ass, and get the door.”
She stomped over, yanked the door open. “Are you always here?”
He took off his sunglasses, tossed them aside. It was a habit that cost him a pair on the average of two a month. “You see that field over there? It’s mine. Now, move aside while I get this up there. What the hell kind of bed is this?”
“Iron,” she said with some satisfaction, when she noted he had to put his back into it.
“Figures. We need to angle it up through the door.”
“I knew that.” She planted her feet, crouched, and took the weight of her end. There was a lot of muttering, a great deal of finessing, and a scraped knuckle on her end, but they got it through. She continued to walk backward, forced to trust him as he directed her right or left, until they muscled it into the bedroom.
“Thank you.” Her arms felt like rubber. “I can manage from here.”
“Got any tools?”
“Of course I have tools.”
“Good. Get them. It’ll save me from going for mine. Might as well set this up before we bring the rest in.”
In one irritable gesture, she pushed her sweaty hair back. “I can do it.”
“And you’re almost contrary enough for me to let you. I am trapped by my superior breeding.” He took her hand, examined the broken skin, and kissed it lightly before she could snatch it free. “You can put something on that while I do this.”
She considered insulting him, ordering him out, even kicking him out, and decided every option was a waste of time. She got the tools.
He admired the seriously efficient black toolbox. “Aren’t you just prepared for everything?”
“You probably don’t know pliers from a wrench.”
Obviously amused, he pulled out a pair of needle-nose pliers. “Scissors, right?”
When the breath she huffed out ended on a laugh, he got to work on the heavy-duty staples plugged into the box. “Go put something on that knuckle.”
“It’s all right.”
He didn’t bother to look at her, or change the tone of his voice, but there was the light and tempered steel of command. “Put something on it. Then why don’t you go fix us something cold to drink?”
“Look, Cade, I’m not the little woman.”
He glanced up now, measured her with one cool look. “You’re little, and you’re a woman. And I’ve got the scissors.”
“I don’t suppose my suggesting just where you might shove those pliers would wipe that smile off your face.”
“I don’t suppose telling you you’re sexy when you’re frazzled would convince you to christen this bed with me once we set it up?”
“Jesus” was all she said as she strode out of the room.
She left him alone. She could hear the clatter, and the occasional oath, as she hauled in groceries, put them away, brewed tea. He had long hands, she mused. Elegant pianist’s fingers that contrasted with the hard, calloused palms. She was sure he knew how to plant and tend and harvest. He’d been raised to do so. But everyday chores? No, that was a different matter.
Since she didn’t expect he’d put together a single bed frame in his own privileged life, she imagined she’d walk in on complete chaos. And she was determined to give him plenty of time to make a mess of things.
She hooked up her new kitchen phone, put away her new dishcloths, and lazily sliced lemons for the tea. Satisfied he’d had enough time to mortify himself, she poured two glasses over ice and strolled into the bedroom with them.
He was just turning the last bolt.
Her eyes lit up, and the quick little sound she made was one of sheer, feminine delight. “Oh! It’s wonderful. It’s really wonderful. I knew it would be.” Without thinking, she shoved the glasses into his hands so she could run hers over the iron.
His first reaction was amusement, then a cool satisfaction. Just as he started to sip the tea, she stepped into the center of the frame, and ran her fingertips up the iron rungs.
And his reaction turned to sheer lust, so basic, so strong, he took one deliberate step in retreat. He could imagine, perfectly, wrapping her fingers around those posts, holding them there as he thrust into her. One hard, long stroke after another while those long-lidded witch eyes of hers went to smoke.
“It’s sturdy.” She gave the headboard a little shake, and his stomach pitched and knotted.
“Damn well better be.”
“You did a good job, and I was rude. Thank you, and I’m sorry.”
“You’re welcome and forget it.” He handed her the glass, then reached up to tug the chain of the ceiling fan. “It’s warm in here.” He wanted to bite that spot just under her left ear where her jaw began its curve.
Because his voice was clipped, she suffered another pang of guilt. “I really was rude, Cade. I’m not very good with people.”
“Not good with people? And you’re going to open a shop where you’ll deal with them every day?”
“That’s customers,” she said. “I’m very good with customers. I’m positively gracious with customers.”
“So …” He moved in until he stood just on the other side of the frame. “If I buy something from you, you’ll be friendly.”
She didn’t have to read his thoughts when she could read his eyes. “Not that friendly.” Nimbly, she sidestepped him and moved out of the room.
“I could be a very good customer.”
“You’re trying to frazzle me again.”
“I am frazzling you again. Tory.” He laid a hand on her shoulder. “Stop that,” he said mildly when she stiffened. He set his glass on the floor, then turned her to face him. “There, that didn’t hurt a bit, did it?”
He had gentle hands. It had been a long time, a very long time, since she’d felt a gentle touch from a man. “I’m not interested in flirtations.”
“I am, but we can compromise for now. Let’s try to be friends.”
“I’m not a good friend.”
“I am. Now, why don’t we get the rest of your bed in here so you can get a decent night’s sleep tonight.”
She let him get nearly to the door. She’d told herself she wouldn’t speak of it. Not to him. Not to anyone, until she was ready. Until she was strong and she was sure. But it was bubbling up inside her.
“Cade. You never asked. Not then, not now. You’ve never once asked how I knew.” Her palms went damp as he turned, so she clutched them to her elbows. “You’ve never asked how I knew where to find her. How I knew what had happened.”
“I didn’t have to ask.”
Her words rushed out now, popping like overwound springs. “Some people think I was with her, even though I said I wasn’t. That I ran away and left her. That I just left her—”
“That’s not what I think.”
“And the ones who believed me, believed that I saw the way I said I did, they stepped back from me, kept their children away from me. They stopped looking me in the eye.”
“I looked you in the eye, Tory. Then and now.”
She had to take a breath to settle herself. “Why? If you can believe I have that inside me, why didn’t you step back? Why are you coming around here now? Do you expect me to tell you the future? Because I can’t. Or give you some stock tips? Because I won’t.”
Her face was flushed, he noted, her eyes dark and alive with ripe and ready emotions. One of those emotions, one that prickled through the surface of all the others, was anger.
He wouldn’t play to it, or to what he believed were her expectations. “I prefer living each day as it comes, thanks all the same. And I’ve got a broker to take care of my portfolio. Did it ever occur to you that I’m coming around here now because I like the look of you?”
“No.”
“Then you are the first and only female without vanity I’ve had occasion to meet. Wouldn’t hurt to get yourself some. Now …” He cocked his head. “Do you want to get this mattress in here, or astound and amaze me by telling me what I had for lunch this afternoon?”
Her mouth opened as he walked out the door. Had he actually made a joke about it? People made fun of her, or rolled their eyes. Or backed cautiously away. Some came begging for her to solve all their problems and unhappiness. But no one, in her experience, made a casual joke.
She rolled the tension out of her shoulders, then walked outside to help him carry in the mattress.
They worked in silence now, her stewing, and his mind elsewhere. When the bed was in place, Cade polished off his tea, took the glass into the kitchen, then headed out.
“You should be able to handle it from here. I’m a bit behind schedule.”
Oh no you don’t, she thought, and rushed after him. “I appreciate the help. I really do.” Whether it was impulse or annoyance, she followed it and wrapped her fingers around his arm until he stopped and glanced down.
“Well then, you just think of me when you’re sliding off to dreamland tonight.”
“I know it cost you some time. Oh, you said something about lunch?”
Baffled, he shook his head. “Lunch?”
It was just enough. “Yes, your lunch today. Half a ham sandwich with Swiss and brown mustard. You gave the other half to that skinny black dog who comes begging in the fields when he sees you.” She smiled now, stepped away. “You ought to be ready for supper soon.”
He pondered a minute, then decided to go with instinct. “Tory, why don’t you come back here and tell me what I’m thinking now.”
She felt something like a laugh rumble in her chest. “I believe I’ll just let you keep that to yourself.”
She let the screen door slam behind her.
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It was the flowers, Margaret always thought, that kept her sane. When she tended her flowers, they never talked back, never told her she didn’t understand, never yanked up their roots and stalked away in a huff.
She could prune away the wild parts, those sudden growth sprigs that thought they could go their own way, until the plant was shaped as she intended for it to be shaped.
She’d have been much better off, she imagined, if she’d stayed a spinster and had raised peonies instead of children.
Children broke hearts just by being children.
But marriage had been expected of her. She had done, for as long as she could remember, what had been expected of her. Occasionally she did a little more, but rarely, very rarely did she do less.
And she had loved her husband, for surely that had been expected as well. Jasper Lavelle had been a handsome young man when he’d come courting her. Oh, and he’d had charm as well, the same slow, sly grin she sometimes saw cruise across the face of the son they’d made together. He’d had a temper, but that had been exciting when she’d been young enough to find such things exciting. She recognized that same temper, the quick flash of it, in her daughter. The daughter who’d lived.
He’d been big and strong, a dramatic kind of man with a loud laugh and hard hands. Perhaps that was why she saw so much of him, and so little of herself, in the children who had been left to them.
It angered her, when she took stock, how vague and blurred her imprint was on the clay of those lives she’d helped create. She had opted, sensibly she was sure, to concentrate on leaving her mark on Beaux Reves instead. There her touch, her vision, ran deep as the roots of the old oaks that lined the drive.
And that, more than son or daughter, had become her pride.
If Hope had lived, it would have been different. She snipped off the faded head of a dianthus without sentiment or regret for the loss of the once fragrant bloom. If Hope had lived, she would have reflected, and realized, all the hopes and dreams a mother instilled in a daughter. She would have given a new luster to the polish of the Lavelle name.
Jasper would have stayed strong and stayed steady and never have disgraced himself with loose women and casual scandal. He would never have strayed from the path they had both started on and left his wife to rub the smudges from the name they shared.
But in the end, Jasper had been a storm, and when he hadn’t been crashing, he’d been brewing. Life with him had been a series of events, she supposed. His last had been the poor taste to suffer a fatal heart attack in the bed of his mistress. The fact that the woman had had the sense and the dignity to step back while the incident was hushed up sat in Margaret’s craw like a jagged bone.
Still, all said and done, it was so much easier to be his widow than it had been to be his wife.
She couldn’t say why he was so much on her mind just now, on this blissfully cool morning when the dew lay wet kisses on her blossoms and the sky was the soft and gentle blue of spring.
He’d been a good husband. For the first stage of their marriage, he’d been a strong and solid provider, a man who’d made the decisions so she didn’t have to mind the details. He’d been an attentive father, if perhaps a mite too indulgent.
The passion between them had quieted by the first anniversary of their wedding night. But passion was a difficult and distracting element in a life, such a demanding and unstable emotion. Not that she’d ever refused him, of course, never once since their wedding night had she turned from him in their bed.
Margaret was proud of that, proud she’d been a good and dutiful wife. Even when the idea of sex sickened her, hadn’t she lain silent and allowed him his release?
She clipped off more deadheads with a sharp clack of blades, placed the faded flowers in her discard basket.
It was he who had turned away, he who had changed. Nothing had been the same in their marriage, in their lives, in their home since that terrible morning, that hot, sticky August morning when they’d found their Hope in the marsh.
Sweet, good-natured Hope, she thought, with a grief that had become both duller and more heavy through the years. Hope, her bright little angel, the only one of the children who’d come from her who had seemed truly connected. Truly hers.
There were times, after all these years there were still times she wondered if that loss had been a kind of punishment. The taking away of the child she’d loved most. But what crime, what sin had she committed that had merited that kind of punishment?
Indulgence perhaps. Indulging the little girl when it would have been wiser—it was so easy to be wise with distance—to have discouraged, even to have forbade her sweet, innocent Hope from associating with the Bodeen girl. That had been a mistake, but surely not a sin.
And if it had been a sin, it had been more Jasper’s. He’d brushed away her concerns when she’d voiced them, even laughed at them. The Bodeen girl was harmless, that’s what he’d said. Harmless.
Jasper had paid for that misconception, that mistake, that sin, the whole rest of his life. And still it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough.
The Bodeen girl had killed Hope as surely as if she’d choked the life from her with her own small and dirty hands.
Now she was back. Back to Progress, back to the Marsh House, back to their lives. As if she had the right.
Margaret yanked out some bindweed, tossed it into her basket. Her grandmother had liked to say that weeds were just wildflowers that bloomed in the wrong place. But they weren’t. They were invaders and needed to be pulled out, cut down, destroyed however it could be done.
Victoria Bodeen could not be allowed to set roots and bloom in Progress.
She looked so pretty, Cade mused. His mother, that admirable and unreachable woman. She dressed for gardening as she dressed for everything. With care, precision, and perfection.
She wore a wide-brimmed straw hat to shade her head, the ribbon around it a soft blue to match the long cotton skirt and crisp blouse she protected with a dull gray gardening apron.
There were pearls at her ears, round moons of white as luminous as the gardenias she so treasured.
She’d let her hair go white as well, though she was only fifty-three. It was as if she wanted that symbol of age and dignity. Her skin was smooth. Worry never seemed to show on it. The contrast of that pretty, youthful face and the shock of white hair was striking.
She’d kept her figure. She sculpted it ruthlessly with diet and exercise. Unwanted pounds weren’t tolerated any more than the stray weed in her gardens.
She’d been a widow eight years now, and had slid so slickly into that slot, it was hard to remember her being otherwise.
He knew she was displeased with him, but that was nothing new. Her displeasure was most usually expressed in the same way as her approval. With a few cool words.
He couldn’t remember the last time she’d touched him with feeling, or with warmth. He couldn’t remember if he had ever expected her to do so.
But she remained his mother, and he would do what he could to close the rift between them. He knew, too well, how a rift could widen into a gulf with silence.
A small yellow butterfly flitted around her head, and was ignored. She knew it was there, just as she knew he walked to her with long strides along the bricked path. But she acknowledged neither.
“It’s a nice morning for being outside,” Cade began. “Spring’s been good to the flowers.”
“We could use some rain.”
“They’re calling for some tonight, and none too soon. April’s been drier than I like.” He crouched down, leaving an arm span between them. Nearby bees hummed madly in the hills of azaleas. “Most of the first cultivating’s done. I’ve got to go ‘round and check on how the cattle’s doing. We’ve got some bull calves ready to become steers. I’ve got some errands here and there. Is there anything I can pick up for you?”
“I could use some weed killer.” She lifted her head then. Her eyes were a paler, quieter blue than his own. But they were just as direct. “Unless you have some moral objection to my using it in my gardens.”
“They’re your gardens, Mama.”
“And your fields, as I have been reminded. You’ll deal with them as you choose. Just as the properties are your properties. You’ll rent them to whom you please.”
“That’s right.” He could be as cool as she when he chose. “And the income from those fields, and those properties, will keep Beaux Reves in the black, well into it. As long as it’s in my hands.”
She pinched off a pansy with quick, ruthless fingers. “Income is not the standard by which one lives one’s life.”
“It sure as hell makes life easier.”
“There is no call to take that tone with me.”
“I beg your pardon. I thought there was.” He set his hands on his knees, waited for them to relax. “I changed the way the farm’s run, started changing it over five years back. And it works. Still you refuse to accept or acknowledge that I’ve made it work. There’s nothing I can do about that. As for the properties, I do that my own way as well. Papa’s way isn’t mine.”
“Do you think he would have let that Bodeen girl set foot on what was ours?”
“I don’t know.”
“Or care,” she said, and went back to her weeding.
“Maybe not.” He looked away. “I can’t live my life asking myself what he would’ve done or wanted or expected. But I do know Tory Bodeen isn’t responsible for what happened eighteen years ago.”
“You’re wrong.”
“Well, one of us is.” He got to his feet. “Either way, she’s here. Has a right to be here. There’s nothing to be done about it.”
They would see, Margaret thought as her son left her alone. They would see what could be done about it.
His mood stayed raw throughout the day. No matter how many times he tried and failed to reach his mother, he felt the sting of that rejection as fresh as the first.
He’d stopped trying to explain and justify his changes to the farm. He still remembered the night he’d shown her charts and graphs and projections, still remembered how she’d stared at him, had stonily informed him before she’d walked away that Beaux Reves was something that couldn’t be put on paper and analyzed.
It had hurt, more, he supposed, because she’d been right. It couldn’t be put on paper. Neither could the land itself that he was so determined to protect, preserve, and pass on to the next generation of Lavelles.
His pride in it, his duty to it, were no less fierce than hers. But to Cade it was, had always been, a living thing that breathed and grew and changed with the seasons. And to her it was static, like a monument carefully tended. Or a grave.
He tolerated her lack of belief in him, just as he tolerated the amusement and the resentment of his neighbors. He’d dealt with countless sleepless nights during the first three years he’d been in charge of the farm. The fear and worry that he was wrong, that he would fail, that the legacy that had come into his hands would somehow slip through them in his eagerness, in the sheer stubbornness to do things his way.
But he hadn’t been wrong, not about the farm. Yes, it cost more in time, effort, and money to grow cotton organically. But the land—oh, the land thrived. He could see it bursting in the summer, resting in the winter, and in spring thirsty for what he would put into it.
He refused to poison it, no matter how many told him that by that refusal he was dooming earth and crop. They’d called him wrongheaded, stubborn, foolish, and worse.
And the first year he’d met government standards for organic cotton, had harvested and sold his crop, he’d celebrated by getting quietly drunk, alone in the tower office that had been his father’s.
He bought more cattle because he believed in diversification. He added on more horses because he loved them. And because both horses and cattle made manure.
He believed in the strength and value of green cotton. He studied, he experimented. He learned. He stood by his beliefs enough to hand-chop weeds when it was necessary, and to nurse his blisters without complaint. He watched the skies and the stock reports with equal devotion, and he plowed the profits back into the land just as he plowed the cotton after harvest.
Other areas of the operation were necessary, the leases and rentals and factories. He used them, worked them, juggled them. But they didn’t own his heart.
The land did.
He couldn’t explain it, and had never tried. But he loved Beaux Reves the way some men love a woman. Completely, obsessively, jealously. Every year his blood thrilled when it gave birth for him.
Cool morning had become steamy afternoon by the time he finished the bulk of his chores and errands. He carried the list in his head, ticking them off systematically.
He stopped by the nursery two blocks off the town square to pick up his mother’s weed killer. The flats of flowers distracted him. He selected a tray of pink rosebud impatiens on impulse and carried them inside.
The Clampetts had run the nursery for ten years, starting it as a roadside operation to supplement their soybean farm. Over the decade, they’d done better with flowers than crop. The more successful the nursery, the bigger the burr that lodged in the craw of the Clampett men.
“Get another one of them for twenty percent off.” Billy Clampett puffed on a Camel, directly under the NO SMOKING sign his mother had tacked to the wall.
“Charge me for two then. I’ll pick the other up on the way out.” Cade set the flat on the counter. He’d gone to school with Billy, though they’d never really been friends. “How’s it going?”
“Slow but sure.” Billy squinted through smoke. His eyes were dark and discontented. He wore his hair in a vicious buzz cut that looked sharp as needles to the touch and was no particular color at all. He’d put on weight since high school, or more accurately, had lost the muscle that had made him a star tackle.
“You gonna plant those as another cover crop?”
“No.” Unwilling to get into a pissing match, Cade wandered over to study a selection of pots. He picked two in a verdigris shade, set them on the counter. “I need some Roundup.”
Billy pinched off the cigarette, dropped the butt into the bottle he kept under the counter. He knew better than to leave evidence his ma would find and scold him over. “Well now, didn’t think you approved of such things. When’d you stop hugging trees?”
“And a bag of potting soil for the impatiens,” Cade said easily.
“Might could get you some aldicarb, too; you in the market for insecticide?”
“No, thanks.”
“No, that’s right.” Billy gave a wheezy laugh. “You don’t go for insecticides and pesticides and that nasty chemical fertilizer. Your crops, they’re virgin pure. Got yourself wrote up in a magazine ‘cause of it.”
“When did you start reading?” Cade said pleasantly. “Or did you just look at the pictures?”
“Fancy magazines and speeches don’t mean squat around here. Everybody knows you just sit back and take the benefits from the expense your neighbors put into their fields.”
“Is that so?”
“Yeah, that’s so,” Billy lashed out. “You’ve had a couple of good years. Just dumbass luck if you ask me.”
“I don’t recall asking you, Billy. You want to ring me up here?”
“Sooner or later it’s going to cave in on you. You’re just inviting pest and disease.” It had been a long, boring day, and Cade Lavelle was one of Billy’s favorite targets. The pussy never fought back. “Your crops get infected, others will, too. Then there’ll be hell to pay.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.” Cade took some bills from his wallet, tossed them on the counter. “I’ll just carry this out to the truck while you ring it up.”
He kept a choke chain on his temper, much as he would a vicious dog. Unleashed, it was a cold and savage thing. Billy Clampett wasn’t worth the time and the effort it would take to yank it back in line once it was loose.
That’s what he told himself as he set the pots and the two flats in the truck.
When he came back, the Roundup and a twenty-pound bag of potting soil were on the counter.
“You got three dollars and six cents coming.” With deliberate slowness, Billy counted out the change. “Saw that sister of yours a time or two ‘round town. She sure looks good these days.” He raised his eyes, smiled. “Real good.”
Cade shoved the change in his pocket, kept his fist in there, as it wanted to plant itself on that sneering mouth. “How’s your wife these days, Billy?”
“Darlene, she’s just fine. Pregnant again, third time. I expect I planted another strong son in her. When I plow a field, or a woman, I do it right.” His eyes glinted as his smile spread. “Just ask your sister.”
Cade’s hand was out of his pocket and yanking Billy to his toes by the collar before either of them was prepared for it. “Just one thing,” Cade said softly. “You want to remember who holds the deed on that house you’re living in. You want to remember that, Billy. And you want to stay clear of my sister.”
“You wave your money around fast enough, but you haven’t got the balls to try your fists like a man.”
“Stay clear of my sister,” Cade repeated, “or you’ll find out just what I’ve got the balls for.”
Cade released him, picked up the rest of his purchases, and strode out. He drove out of the lot, and to the first stop sign. There he simply sat, eyes closed, until the red wash of fury dulled.
He wasn’t sure which was worse, all but coming to blows with Clampett while the two of them were surrounded by posies, or having the seed rooting in his mind that his sister had let scum like Clampett put his hands on her.
Shoving the truck into first, he turned and headed over to Market. He found a spot half a block from Tory’s shop, just behind Dwight’s truck. Doing his best to smother his temper, he hauled the pots out, carried them down to set them outside the door.
He could hear the high whine of a skill saw before he walked inside.
The base of the counters was in place, and the first line of shelves set. She’d gone with pine, and had them clear-varnished. A smart choice, Cade thought. Simple and clean, they’d show off her wares instead of distracting from them. The floor was covered with tarp and tools, and the air smelled of sawdust and sweat.
“Hey, Cade.” Dwight walked over, skirting tools.
Cade gave Dwight’s blue and gold striped tie a tap. “Now, aren’t you pretty?”
“Had a meeting. Bunch of bankers.” As if just remembering it was over, Dwight reached up and loosened the knot in the tie. “Just came by to check on the job before I go into the office.”
“You’re making progress.”
“The client has definite ideas about what she wants and when she wants it.” Dwight rolled his eyes. “We’re here to accommodate, and let me tell you, she don’t give you an inch of wiggle room. That skinny little girl grew up to be one hardheaded businesswoman.”
“Where is she?”
“In the back.” Dwight nodded toward the closed door. “Stays out of the way, I’ll give her that. Stays out once she gets her way is more like it.”
Cade took another moment to scan the work-in-progress. “Her way looks good,” he decided.
“Gotta admit, it does. Listen, Cade …” Dwight shifted his feet. “Lissy’s got this friend.”
“No.”
“Well, Jesus, just hear me out.”
“I don’t have to. She’s got a friend, a single female friend who’d be just perfect for me. Why don’t I give this single female friend a call, or come on by and have dinner with this single female friend and y’all at the house, or meet for drinks?”
“Well, why don’t you? Lissy’s going to be on my back until you do.”
“Your wife, your back, your problem. Tell Lissy you just found out I’m gay or something.”
“Oh yeah, that’ll work.” The idea amused Dwight so much his laughter rolled up from the gut. “That’ll work just fine. Way things are, she’ll just start lining up men for you.”
“God almighty.” It wasn’t, Cade realized, out of the realm of possibility. “Then tell her I’m having a blazing, backstreet affair with someone.”
“Who?”
“Pick somebody,” Cade said, waving it off, and heading for the back-room door. “Just tell her no.” He knocked, then shoved inside without waiting for an answer.
Tory stood on a stepladder, replacing a fluorescent tube in the overhead light fixture.
“Here, let me do that.”
“I’ve got it. This is a tenant’s obligation, not the landlord’s.” It still grated, just a little, to realize he owned the building.
“I see they got the glass replaced on the front door.”
“Yes. Thank you.”
“Feels like they fixed the air-conditioning.”
“That’s right.”
“If you need to be pissed off at me today, you’re going to have to get in line. There’s quite a wait.”
He turned away, hands in pockets. She’d gone for metal shelves in here, he noted. Gray, ugly, sturdy, and practical. They were already jammed with cardboard boxes, and the boxes meticulously labeled by stock number.
She’d bought a desk, again sturdy and practical. A computer and a phone were already on it as was a neatly stacked pile of paperwork.
In ten days, she’d organized considerably. Not once had she asked for, or accepted, his help. He wished it didn’t irk him.
She was wearing black shorts, a gray T-shirt, and gray sneakers. He wished they didn’t appeal to him.
He turned back as she came down the ladder, took hold of it to fold up just as she did. “I’ll put it away for you.”
“I can do it.”
He tugged, so did she. “Goddamn it, Tory.”
The sudden hiss of temper, the dangerous flash in his eyes, had her stepping back, clasping her hands. He slapped the ladder together, shoved it into a small closet.
When he just stood there, his back to her, she felt a pang of guilt, and of sympathy. It was odd to realize she didn’t feel fear or trepidation as she usually did around angry men. “Sit down, Cade.”
“Why?”
“Because you look like you need to.” She walked over to where she’d hauled in a minifridge, found a bottle of Coke, twisted the top. “Here, cool off.”
“Thanks.” He dropped down on the chair at her desk, took a long swig from the bottle.
“Bad day?”
“I’ve had a score of better ones.”
Saying nothing, she opened her purse and found the cloisonné pillbox where she kept aspirin. When she offered him two, he lifted his brows.
She felt heat rise fast and dark to her cheeks. “I didn’t … It just shows, that’s all.”
“Appreciate it.” He popped the aspirin, sighed, rolled his shoulders. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to make it some better by coming over here and sitting on my lap.”
“No, I wouldn’t.”
“Had to ask. How about dinner and a movie? No, don’t say no without even thinking about it,” he said before she could speak. “Just dinner and a movie. Hell, a pizza, a burger, something friendly. I promise not to ask you to marry me.”
“That’s a relief, but not much of an incentive.”
“Just think about it for five minutes.” He set the bottle on her desk, then rose. “Come on outside. I got something for you.”
“I haven’t finished in here.”
“Woman, do you have to argue about every damn thing? It wears me out.” To solve the problem, he took her hand, pulled her to the door and through.
She might have taken a stand, just on principle. But there were two carpenters in the shop, which meant two sets of eyes and ears. There would be less for them to talk about if she calmly stepped outside with Cade.
“I liked the look of these,” he began, gesturing toward the pots while he continued to pull her down the sidewalk to his truck. “If you don’t you can exchange them at Clampett’s. Same goes for these, I suppose.”
He stopped, took one flat out of the truck bed. “But I think they suit well enough.”
“Suit what?”
“You, your place. Consider them a kind of good luck gift, even though you have to pot them yourself.” He pushed the first flat into her hand, took out the second and the bag of soil.
She stood there, baffled and touched. She’d wanted flowers, she remembered, flowers in pots for the front of the shop. She’d thought of petunias, but these were prettier and every bit as friendly.
“This was kind of you. And thoughtful. Thank you.”
“Could you look at me?” He waited until she shifted her gaze, met his eyes. “You’re welcome. Where do you want them?”
“We’ll just set them out front. I’ll pot them.”
As they started up the sidewalk together, she gave him one sidelong glance. “Oh hell. You could come by around six. I wouldn’t mind the pizza. If we get through that all right, we can talk about the movie.”
“Fine.” He set the flowers and soil down in front of her display window. “I’ll be back.”
“Yes, I know,” she murmured when he strolled off.
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Maybe people didn’t actually die of boredom, Faith decided, but she didn’t know how the hell they lived with it, either.
When she’d been a child and complained she had nothing to do, the words had fallen on unsympathetic adult ears, and chores had been assigned. She’d hated chores nearly as much as she’d hated boredom. But some lessons are hard-learned.
“There’s nothing to do around here.” Faith lounged at the kitchen table, picking at a breakfast biscuit. It was after eleven, but she hadn’t bothered to dress. She wore the silk robe she’d bought on a trip to Savannah in April.
She was already bored with that, too.
“Everything’s the same around here, day after day, month after month. I swear, it’s a wonder every blessed one of us doesn’t run screaming into the night.”
“Got yourself a case of ennui, do you, Miss Faith?” Lilah’s rough-as-sandstone voice cruised over the French pronunciation. She used it partly because her grandmother had been Creole, but mostly because it just tickled her.
“Nothing ever happens around here. Every morning’s the same as the one before, and the whole day stretches out in a long thin line of more nothing.”
Lilah continued to scrub at the counter. The truth was, she’d had the kitchen tidied up for more than an hour, but she’d known Faith would wander in. She’d been lying in wait.
“I guess you’re hankering for some activity.” She sent Faith a soft look out of guileless brown eyes. As guile was something Lilah had in spades, this look had taken some practice.
But she knew her target. She’d looked after Miss Faith since the day the girl had been born—born, Lilah recalled with some affection, wailing and waving bunched fists at the world. Lilah herself had been part of the Lavelle household since her own twentieth year, when she’d been hired on to help with the cleaning while Mrs. Lavelle had been carrying Mr. Cade.
Her hair had been black then, instead of the salt-and-pepper it was now. Her hips had been a mite more narrow, but she hadn’t let herself go. She’d matured, she liked to think, into a fine figure of a woman.
Her skin was the color of the dark caramels she melted to coat apples every Halloween. She liked to set it off with a good strong red lipstick, and carried a tube in her apron pocket.
She’d never married. Not that she hadn’t had the opportunity. Lilah Jackson had had plenty of beaux in her day. And since her day was far from over, she still enjoyed getting herself gussied up to go on the town with a good-looking man.
But marrying one? Well, that was a different kettle.
She preferred things just as they were, and that meant having a man come calling at the door and escorting her where she liked to go. If he expected to escort her again, he’d best remember to bring along a nice box of chocolates or some posies, and open doors for her like a gentleman.
Marry one, and you spent your life picking up after him, watching him fart and scratch and God knew what while you sweated to make the paycheck stretch to keep body and soul together and buy a few pretty things of your own.
No, this way she had a fine house—as tell the truth and shame the devil, Beaux Reves was as much hers as anyone’s. She’d raised three babies, and grieved her heart sick over the lost one, and had, to her way of thinking, all the benefits of male companions without any of the problems.
She didn’t mind a good snuggle now and again, either. If the good Lord hadn’t meant for His children to snuggle, he wouldn’t have put the need for it inside them.
Now, Miss Faith, she mused, was just packed full of needs and had yet to figure out how to meet them without causing herself grief. That meant the girl was equally full of problems. Most of her own making. Some chicks, Lilah knew, just took longer to find their way around the barnyard.
“Maybe you could take yourself a nice long drive,” Lilah suggested.
“To where?” Faith sipped her coffee without interest. “Everything looks the same, any direction.”
Lilah took out her lipstick, touched it up in the chrome reflection of the toaster. “I know what perks me up when I got the blues. A good spurt of shopping.”
“I suppose.” Faith sighed and toyed with the idea of driving down to Charleston. “Nothing better to do.”
“That’s fine, then. You go on shopping and brighten up your spirits. Here’s the list.”
Faith blinked, then stared at the shopping list Lilah waved in front of her face. “Groceries? I’m not going shopping for groceries.”
“You got nothing better to do, and said so yourself. You make sure those tomatoes are ripe, you hear? And you get the floor cleaner I got written down. The TV commercial made me laugh, and that’s worth giving it a try.”
She turned back to the sink to rinse her dish rag and had to hold in a cackle at the way her girl’s mouth was hanging open. “Then you go on by the drugstore and get me some of my Oil of Olay, the kind in the jar, not the bottle. And the bath bubbles. The milk-and-honey ones. On the way back, you stop by the dry cleaners and pick up all the stuff I hauled down there last week, mostly yours anyway. God knows what you need with half a hundred silk blouses.”
Faith narrowed her eyes. “Anything else?” she said sweetly.
“It’s all written down there, plain as day. Give you something to do with your bored self for a couple hours. Now, go get some clothes on, it’s going on noon. Sinful, just sinful to be lazing around in your robe half the damn day. Go on, get.”
Lilah made shooing motions, then snatched up Faith’s plate and cup.
“I haven’t finished my breakfast.”
“I didn’t see you eating it. Picking and pouting’s what you were doing. Now, out of my kitchen, and make yourself useful for a change.”
Lilah folded her arms, angled her head, and stared. She had a way of staring that could wither the bravest soul. Faith shoved back from the table, sniffed, and stalked out. “I’ll be back when I’m back,” she called out.
With a shake of her head and a chuckle, Lilah finished off Faith’s coffee herself. “Some chicks, they just never learn who rules the roost.”
It had taken Wade three years and eighteen pups to convince Dottie Betrum to have her oversexed Lab-retriever mix spayed. The last litter of six were just weaned, and while their mama slept off the effects of the surgery, he gave each of the cheerfully barking puppies the necessary shots.
“I just can’t look at the needles, Wade. Makes me light-headed.”
“You don’t need to look, Mrs. Betrum. Why don’t you go on out and wait? We’ll be done here in just a few minutes.”
“Oh.” Her hands butterflied up to her cheeks, and her myopic eyes shone with distress behind the thick lenses of her glasses. “I feel like I should stay. Doesn’t seem right to just…” She trailed off when Wade slid the needle under fur.
“Maxine, take Mrs. Betrum on out to the waiting room.” He gave his assistant a quick wink. “I can handle this.”
Handle it better, he thought, as Maxine helped the staggering woman out of the room, without sweet, little old ladies fainting on the floor.
“Here you go, little guy.” Wade rubbed the puppy’s belly to soothe it and completed the inoculations. He weighed, scratched ears, checked for parasites, and filled out charts while yips and barks echoed off the walls.
Mrs. Betrum’s Sadie slept peacefully in postop, old Mr. Klingle’s cat, Silvester, hissed and squalled in his cage, and Speedy Petey, Progress Elementary’s third-grade hamster mascot, raced on his wheel, proving he was recovered from a mild bladder infection.
It was, for Dr. Wade Mooney, his own little paradise.
He finished up the last pup while the siblings tumbled over each other, tugged at his shoelaces, or piddled on the floor. Mrs. Betrum had assured him she’d found good homes for five of the puppies already. He had, as always, gently declined her offer to take one for himself.
But he had an idea just where the last of the lot could make his home.
“Doc Wade?” Maxine peeked back in.
“All done here. Let’s gather up the troops.”
“They’re so cute.” Her dark eyes danced. “I thought you were going to give in and take one of this batch.”
“Once you start, you’ll never stop.” But his dimples deepened as a pup wormed and wiggled in his hands.
“Wish I could take one.” Maxine picked up a puppy, cuddling while it licked her face with desperate love and speed.
She adored animals, which is why the opportunity to work for Doc Wade had been heaven-sent. There were already two dogs at home, and she knew better than to think she could talk her parents into indulging her with another.
She’d been born in the holler, and her parents had worked their fingers raw lifting themselves, their daughter, and their two young sons out of it. Money was still tight, she reminded herself, as she cuddled and pined for the puppy.
And money would stay tight awhile longer, she thought with a sigh. She was the first of her family to get into college, and every penny had to be saved.
“They’re so sweet, Doc Wade. But between work and school, I wouldn’t have time to give it enough attention.” She set the pup down again. “Besides the fact my daddy’d kill me.”
Wade only grinned. Maxine’s father adored her. “Classes going all right?”
She rolled her eyes. She was in her second year of college and time was as tight as money. If it hadn’t been for Doc Wade giving her the most flexible of hours and letting her study when things were quiet, she’d never have made it this far.
He was her hero, and she’d once had a wonderfully painful crush on him. Now she only hoped to one day be as good and clever a veterinarian as he was.
“Finals coming up. I got so much in my head it feels like it’s going to burst. I’ll take these babies out, Doc Wade.” She hefted the basket full of puppies. “What should I tell Miz Betrum about Sadie?”
“She can pick her up later this afternoon. Tell her around four. Oh, and ask her not to give that last pup away. I’ve got a line on someone.”
“Will do. Is it all right if I take lunch now? We’re clear for an hour, and I thought I’d go study some in the park.”
“Go ahead.” He turned to the sink to scrub his hands. “Take the full hour, Maxine. Let’s see how much more you can fit in that brain of yours.”
“Thanks.”
He was going to be sorry to lose her. Which Wade imagined he would as soon as she had a degree hot in her hand. It wasn’t going to be easy to find someone as competent, as willing, or as good with the animals, who could also type, deal with frantic pet owners, and answer the phone.
But life moved on.
He started toward the back to check on Sadie just as Faith came in the rear door.
“Dr. Mooney. Just who I was looking for.”
“I’m easy to find this time of day.”
“Well, me, I’m just passing through.”
He cocked an eyebrow. “That’s quite a dress for just passing through.”
“Oh.” She ran a finger down the soft cotton fabric of the thin-strapped, fully skirted number in bold poppy red. “Like it? I’m in a red kind of mood.” She shook her hair back, sent out seductive clouds of scent. Stepping forward, she skimmed her hands up his chest, over his shoulders. “Guess what I’ve got on under it?”
Every time, he thought, like a finger snap, just one look at her had him ready to beg. “Why don’t you give me a hint?”
“You’re such a smart man. Got that college degree and those letters after your name.” She took his hand, and covered with hers, trailed it up her thigh. “I bet you could find out right quick.”
“Jesus.” His blood took a violent panther’s leap. “You go walking around town with next to nothing on?”
“And you and me, we’re the only ones who know.” She leaned forward, her eyes bright on his, and nipped his lower lip. “Whatcha gonna do about it, Wade?”
“Come upstairs.”
“Too far.” With a throaty laugh, she nudged the door open behind him. “I want you now. And I want you fast.”
The dog slept quietly, her breathing regular. The room smelled of canine and antiseptic. The old chair where he spent many hours watching over patients was pricked with hair shed from countless dogs and cats.
“I haven’t locked up.”
“Let’s live dangerously.” She flipped open the button of his jeans, dragged down the zipper. “Why, look what I found.” She wrapped her hand around him, watched his melted chocolate eyes go blurry before he crushed his mouth on hers.
The sly excitement she’d felt when dressing, when driving into town knowing she’d go to him, seduce him, turned into something tangled and needy. Nearly painful.
“Take me someplace.” She arched back while his mouth fed on her throat. “Take me someplace hot and dark and wild. I need to go. Hurry and take me there.”
The jagged edge of her desperation knifed through his blood, leaving him raw. There was nothing tame between them when they came together like this, nothing soft, nothing sweet. When she was panting his name and her hands were on him, he forgot he wanted the soft and sweet.
All he wanted was Faith.
He tossed up the red skirts, gripped her hips. She was hot and she was wet and seemed to clamp over him like a greedy jaw when he drove himself into her.
She wrapped one leg around his waist and moaned, long and deep. He filled the empty places. It didn’t matter if it was only for the moment, if the emptiness came back. He filled them, and no one else ever had.
Harsh animal pants, the solid, rhythmic thud of body against body, bodies against wood, and the slick strong feel of him pounding into her. She let go, with a small, strangled cry in her throat as the orgasm sprang free. She always came fast and hard with Wade, such a surprise, such a lovely little shock to the system.
Then it would start again, slower, deeper, a long and gradual rip that opened something inside her to him.
And because it was him, she could cling, she could surrender to it. She could hold on and know he’d be there with her when she fell.
The phone was ringing. Or his ears were. Every breath he took was ripe with her. She moved with him, thrust for thrust, never stopping, never slowing. There were times when he could think about her sanely, and when he wondered why the two of them didn’t just devour each other until nothing was left.
She was saying his name, over and over, punctuating the word with gasps and whimpers. And he saw, just before he emptied into her, her eyes close as if in prayer.
“God.” She shuddered once, let her head rest back against the door, kept her eyes shut. “God. I feel wonderful. Like gold inside and out.” She opened her eyes, stretching lazily. “How about you?”
He knew what she expected, so resisted burying his face in her hair, murmuring words she wouldn’t believe. Words that hadn’t mattered to her years before when he’d been foolish enough to say them. “That was a lot more appetizing than the BLT I planned for lunch.”
It made her laugh and hook her arms around his neck in a manner that was as friendly as it was intimate. “There are still some parts of me you didn’t nibble on. So if—”
“Wade? Wade, honey, you upstairs?”
“Jesus.” The part of him that was still nestled cozily inside Faith shriveled. “My mother.”
“Well, isn’t this … interesting.”
Even as Faith snorted out a laugh, Wade was clamping his hand over her mouth. “Hush. Christ Jesus, this is all I need.”
Eyes dancing, Faith muttered against his hand while her body shook with laughter.
“It’s not funny.” He hissed it out, but had to struggle back a laugh of his own. He could hear his mother wandering around, cheerfully calling him in the same chirpy singsong she’d used to call him for supper when he’d been ten.
“Just be quiet,” he whispered to Faith. “And stay here. Stay right in here and don’t make a sound.”
He eased back slowly, eyes narrowed as Faith bit her lip and snickered.
“Wade, honey,” she said when he reached for the door, then she squeezed her own mouth shut with her fingers when he turned to snarl at her.
“Not a sound,” he repeated.
“Okay, but I just thought you might want to put that away.”
He glanced down, swore, and hurriedly stuffed himself back into his jeans and zipped. “Mama?” He shot Faith one last warning look, then stepped outside, firmly closing the door behind him. “I’m down here. I was just checking on a patient.”
He sprinted up the steps, grateful his mother had gone up to search him out.
“There you are, my baby. I was just going to leave you a little love note.”
Boots Mooney was a package of contradictions. She was a tall woman, but everyone thought of her as little. She had a voice like a cartoon kitten and a will of iron. She’d been the Cotton Queen her senior year of high school and had gone on to reign as Miss Georgetown County.
Her looks, wholesome, rosy, and candy pretty, had served her well. She preserved them religiously, not out of vanity but out of a spirit of obligation. Her husband was an important man, and she would never allow him to be seen with less than he deserved.
Boots enjoyed pretty things. Including herself.
She threw her arms open for Wade, as if it had been two years rather than two days since she’d seen him. When he bent toward her, she kissed both his cheeks, then quickly drew back.
“Honey, you’re flushed. Are you feverish?”
“No.” To his credit, he didn’t wince when she laid the back of her hand on his brow. “No, I’m fine. I was … in postop. It’s a little warm in there.”
Distracting her was imperative, and he knew the surefire way. “Look at you.” He took her hands, spread her arms and gave her a long, approving once-over. “Don’t you look pretty today.”
“Oh now.” She laughed, but pinked up with pleasure. “I just had my hair done, is all. You should’ve seen me before Lori got done with me. I looked like a ragpicker.”
“Impossible.”
“You’re just biased. I had a fistful of errands to do, and couldn’t go home until I’d seen my baby.” She gave his cheek a pat, then immediately turned toward the kitchen. “I bet you haven’t had lunch. I’m just going to fix you something.”
“Mama, I have a patient. Miss Dottie’s Sadie.”
“Oh dear, what’s wrong with her? Why Dottie’d just be lost without that dog.”
“Nothing’s wrong. She’s just been fixed.”
“If nothing’s wrong, what needed to be fixed?”
Wade dragged a hand through his hair while his mother poked in his refrigerator. “Fixed so she’d stop having a litter of puppies every year.”
“Oh. Wade, you don’t have enough food in this house to keep body and soul together. I’m just going to pick a few things up for you at the market.”
“Mama—”
“Don’t Mama me. You don’t eat right since you left home, and you can’t tell me different. Wish you’d come home for supper more often. I’m going to bring you over a nice tuna casserole tomorrow. That’s your favorite.”
He hated tuna casserole. Loathed it. But he’d never been able to convince her of it. “I’d appreciate that.”
“Maybe I’ll take one out to little Tory, too. I just stopped over to see her. She looks so grown-up.” Boots put three eggs on to boil. “That shop of hers is coming along so fast. I don’t know where that girl gets the energy. God knows her mother never had any I could see, and her daddy, well, it’s best not to speak if you can’t speak kind.”
Boots folded her lips and hunted up ajar of pickles. “Always had a soft spot for that child, though for one reason or another I never could get close to her. Poor little lamb. I used to wish I could just gather her up and bring her on home with me.”
Love, Wade thought, made you helpless. Wherever, however it came. He walked over, wrapped his arms around Boots, and rested his cheek on her newly lacquered hair. “I love you, Mama.”
“Why, honey, I love you, too. That’s why I’m going to make you a nice egg salad here, so I don’t have to stand around watching my only son starve to death. You’re getting too thin.”
“I haven’t lost an ounce.”
“Then you were too thin to start with.”
He had to laugh. “Why don’t you put another egg on, Mama, so there’ll be enough for both of us. I’ll just go down and see to Sadie, and I’ll come back and we’ll have lunch together.”
“That’d be nice. You take your time.”
She slid another egg into the water, and glanced over her shoulder as he went out.
Boots was well aware her son was a grown man, but he was still her baby. And a mother never stopped worrying about or looking out for her own.
Men, she thought with a sigh, were such delicate, such oblivious creatures. And women, well, certain women, could take advantage of that.
The doors of the old building weren’t as thick as her son might believe. And a woman didn’t reach the age of fifty-three without recognizing certain sounds for what they were. She had a pretty good idea just who’d been on the other side of that door with her boy. She’d reserve judgment on that matter, she told herself, as she sliced up pickles.
But she’d be watching Faith Lavelle like a hawk.
She was gone. Wade realized he should have figured she would be. She’d stuck a Post-it to the door, drawn a heart on it, and had pressed her lips to the center, leaving a sexy red kiss for him.
He peeled it off, and though he told himself he was an idiot, tucked it into a drawer for safekeeping. She’d come back when she was in the mood. And he’d let her. He’d let her until he came to despise himself, or if he was lucky, until his heart was whole and his again, and she was just an interesting diversion.
He stroked a hand over Sadie’s head, then checked her vitals, her incision, and stitches. Because she was awake now, her deep brown eyes glassy and confused, he picked her up carefully. He’d take her upstairs with him, so she wouldn’t be alone.
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Sex made her thirsty. In a much happier frame of mind than she’d been in, Faith decided to wander up to Hanson’s and buy herself a bottle of something cold and sweet to enjoy on the way to the market.
She glanced back at the vet’s office, then up at Wade’s apartment windows. Blew him a mental kiss. She thought she might just give him a call later and see how he felt about taking a drive that evening. Maybe they could head over to Georgetown and find some pretty spot near the water.
It was nice being with Wade, comfortable on one hand, exciting on the other. He was as dependable as sunrise, always there when she needed him.
Memories of a long-ago summer when he’d spoken so easily of love and marriage, of houses and children, tried to wind through her mind, through her heart. She cast them out and set her mind on the thrill of fast, secret sex instead.
That’s what she wanted, and luckily, so did he. She’d oblige them both later. She’d borrow Cade’s convertible, then they’d take that drive toward the coast. They’d park somewhere and neck like teenagers.
She’d parked her own car several storefronts up from Wade’s office. No point in giving tongues an excuse to wag, though God knew they wagged anyway over everything and nothing. She was about to slide in when she spotted Tory walk out of her shop door, then just stand back on the sidewalk and stare.
There’s an odd duck who never did grow out of her funny feathers, Faith thought, but curiosity had her crossing the street.
“This one of your trances?”
Tory jerked, then deliberately relaxed the shoulders that had tensed. “I was just seeing how the window looks. The sign painter finished not long ago.”
“Hmm.” Faith planted a hand on her hip and took a long look herself. The black scrolled letters looked fresh and classy. “Southern Comfort. Is that what you’re selling?”
“Yes.” Because her pleasure in the moment had been dulled, Tory walked back to the door.
“You sure aren’t very friendly to a potential customer.”
Tory glanced back, eyes mild. Faith looked gorgeous, she thought. Sharp, smug, and satisfied. And she wasn’t in the mood for it. “I’m not open yet.”
Annoyed, Faith grabbed the door before it could shut in her face, and squeezed inside. “You don’t look near ready to me,” she commented, scanning the nearly empty shelves.
“Closer than it looks. I have work to do, Faith.”
“Oh, don’t mind me. You go on and do whatever.” Faith wagged a hand and, as much out of stubbornness as interest, began to wander.
The place was clean as a whistle, she had to admit. The glass sparkled on the displays Dwight’s men had built, the wood was polished to a gleam. Even the storage boxes were neatly stacked, and a large plastic bag held the Styrofoam bits used for packing. There was a laptop computer and a clipboard on the counter.
“You got enough stuff to fill all this space?”
“I will have.” Resigned to the intrusion, Tory continued to unpack stock. If she knew Faith Lavelle, her companion would shortly be bored and wander out again. “If you’re interested, I plan to open next Saturday. Selected stock will be ten percent off, that day only.”
Faith shrugged a shoulder. “I’m usually busy over the weekends.” She roamed by a waist-high counter with a glass top. Inside, on a drape of white satin, were examples of handcrafted jewelry—silver and beads and colored stones, artistically scattered, designed to catch the eye and the imagination.
Forgetting herself, she started to lift the top, found it locked, and swore under her breath. She shot a cautious look toward Tory, glad the other woman hadn’t noticed.
“You got some pretty enough baubles here.” She wanted the silver dangle earrings with the little lapis balls, and wanted them immediately. “I didn’t think you went in for baubles. Hardly ever wear any yourself.”
“I have three artists right now for baubles,” Tory added dryly. “I particularly like the brooch in the center section. The wire’s sterling, and the stones are garnet, citrine, and carnelian.”
“I see it. They’re all scattered on the wire like stars, like one of those sparklers the kids light on the Fourth of July.”
“Yes, very like that.”
“It’s nice enough, I suppose, but I’m not much for pins and brooches.” She bit her lip, but avarice won over pride. “I like these earrings here.”
“Come back Saturday.”
“I might be busy.” And she wanted them now. “Why don’t you sell them to me, make yourself an early sale. That’s what you’re in business for, isn’t it? To make sales.”
Tory set a pottery oil lamp on the shelf. She was careful to wipe the smile off her face before she turned. “I’m not open for business yet, but…” She started toward the display. “For old times’ sake.”
“We never had any old times.”
“I suppose you’re right.” She unhooked the keys that dangled from her belt loop. “Which one caught your eye?”
“That one. Those.” She tapped the glass. “The silver and lapis.”
“Yes, they’re lovely. They suit you.” Tory took them off the satin, held them to the light before passing them to Faith. “You can use one of the mirrors if you want to try them on. The artist lives outside of Charleston. She does beautiful work.”
As Faith walked to a trio of mirrors framed in bronze and copper, Tory slipped a long pendant out of the case. Why make one sale if you could make two? “This is one of my favorite pieces of hers. It’d go well with those.”
Trying not to be overly interested, Faith glanced down. The pendant was a thick barrel of lapis clasped in silver hands. “Unusual.” She switched her earrings for the new ones, then gave in and took the necklace. “You won’t see this walking back at you down the street.”
“No.” Tory allowed herself a smile. “I plan to offer the unique.”
“I suppose I should have both. Haven’t treated myself in ages. Seems like everything you see around Progress is the same as the other.”
Quietly, Tory closed the top of the display. “Not anymore.”
Lips pursed, Faith swiveled the chain around to look at the tag. “Some people will say you’re outpricing yourself.” She skimmed her finger down the chain as she looked back at Tory. “They’d be wrong. This is fair enough. Fact is, you could charge more if you were in Charleston.”
“But I’m not. I’ll get your boxes.”
“Don’t bother, I’ll just wear them out.” She opened her purse, dropped her other earrings carelessly inside. “You just cut the tags off for me, and ring it up.”
“Add it up,” Tory corrected. “I don’t have the cash register set up yet.”
“Whatever.” She slipped off the necklace, the tagged earring. “I’ll write you a check.” Faith lifted her eyebrows when Tory held out a hand. “I can’t write it until you give me the total.”
“No, give me your other earrings. That’s no way to treat them. I’ll give you a box.”
With a short laugh, Faith dug them out again. “All right, little mother.”
Sex and shopping, Faith thought, as she wandered again. There couldn’t be a better way to spend the day. And from the looks of things she could spend a lot of pleasant time in Tory’s shop.
Who’d have thought little, spook-eyed Tory Bodeen would grow into such fine taste? And learn how to use it so cleverly.
It must’ve been a powerful lot of work to hunt up the right things, to find the people who made those things, to calculate what to charge for them, to design the space to display them.
Likely more to it than that, Faith mused. Bookkeeping and that kind of nasty thing.
She found herself impressed, and a little envious, by the idea of having the gumption and the skill to create a business from nothing.
Not that she’d want any part of such an undertaking, and all that responsibility, herself. A shop like this would tie you down tighter than a coil of hemp. But wasn’t it nice the shop was so convenient to Wade? Maybe life in Progress was about to pick up for a while.
“You ought to tip this bowl up on a stand.” She stopped, tipped the big serving bowl herself. “So people can see the inside design from across the room.”
Tory had intended to, once she’d unpacked her stands. Adding figures, she barely glanced up. “Want a job? I’ve got your total here, tax included, but you should check my math.”
“You always got better grades there than I did.” She started over, and the shop door opened. Faith would have sworn she heard Tory groan.
Lissy’s squeal was, in Tory’s opinion, only one of her annoying habits. Among the others were her tendency to douse herself in a lily-of-the-valley scent that entered the room before she did, and remained in it long after she’d left.
As both the scent and the squeal entered her shop, Tory gritted her teeth in what she hoped would be mistaken for a smile.
“Oh, isn’t this fun! I just got my hair done and was walking on down to the office when I saw y’all in here.”
As Lissy clapped her hands together and took a turn around, Tory shot Faith a single, deadly look. It was answered by a lightning grin of perfect understanding, and a coy flutter of lashes.
“I happened along just after Tory’s sign was finished.”
“And it looks just fine, too. Everything’s coming right along, isn’t it?” With one hand on the weight of her belly, Lissy turned back to scan the shelves. “It’s all looking so pretty, Tory. Why, you must’ve worked like six mules to get so much done in so little time. And didn’t my Dwight do a fine job.”
“Yes, I couldn’t be happier with the work.”
“‘Course not. He’s the best there is. Oh, isn’t this dear!”
She snatched the oil lamp Tory had just placed on the shelf. “I just love things that sit around the house. Dust catchers, Dwight calls them, but it’s those touches that make a home, isn’t it?”
Tory took a deep breath. Just one more of those annoying traits was Lissy’s habit of turning every sentence into an exclamation. “Yes, I think so. If dust doesn’t have someplace to catch, it’ll just fall on an empty table.”
“Why, that’s so true!” Discreetly, Lissy turned the price tag over, then rounded her mouth into an O of surprise. “My, it’s dear, isn’t it?”
“It’s handcrafted and signed,” Tory began, but Faith rolled right over her.
“You get what you pay for, don’t you, Lissy? And Dwight makes enough to indulge you, especially since you’re about to pop with another baby. I swear if I ever carried a weight around for nine months, the man who planted it there would have to buy me the moon and the stars.”
Not entirely sure if she was being complimented or insulted, Lissy frowned. “Dwight just spoils me rotten.”
“‘Course he does. I just bought me these earrings.” She gave the one still in her ear a spin with a fingertip. “And a pendant, too. Tory’s giving me a little jump on her Saturday opening.”
“Really?” Lissy’s eyes went sharp and narrow.
As Faith knew, she wasn’t one to tolerate anyone getting ahead of her. She clutched the lamp greedily to her breasts. “Tory, you just have to let me have this now. My heart’s just set on it. I don’t know if I can get in here first thing on Saturday, and somebody else might snap it up. Be a doll, won’t you, and let me buy it today?”
Tory circled Faith’s total so that she could begin calculating. “It’ll have to be cash or check, Lissy. I’m not set up for credit cards today. But I’d be happy to set it aside for you if—”
“No, no, I can write you a check. Maybe, since I’m here and all, I could just poke about for a bit? It’s just like playing store.”
“Yeah.” Tory took the lamp, set it on the counter.
It looked like she was open for business after all.
“Oh! Are these mirrors for sale?”
“Everything’s for sale.” Tory got a small navy blue box from under the counter, placed Faith’s earrings inside. “I’m going to put the artist’s card in with your old earrings.”
“Fine. You don’t have to thank me,” she added under her breath.
“I’m debating whether you did it to be helpful or to irritate me,” Tory said equably. “Or irritate her. But…” She noted down the price of the lamp. “A sale’s a sale, so I will thank you. You knew just which button to push.”
“On that one?” Faith glanced over to where Lissy was oohing and aahing and chattering. “She’s as simple as they come.”
“She buys one of those mirrors, and she can be my new best friend.”
“Well, I like that.” Enjoying herself more than she’d imagined, Faith pulled out her checkbook. “I get shoved aside, and after I gave you your first sale, too.”
“I just have to have this mirror, Tory. The oval one with the lilies going up the side. I’ve just never seen anything like it. It’ll look so sweet in my little sitting room.”
Tory’s eyes met Faith’s over the counter, gleamed. “Sorry, she just outbought you.” To Lissy, she called out, “I’ll get the box out of the back room.”
“I appreciate that. I swear there’s just so much to choose from already, and I guess you’re not half set up. I was telling Dwight just the other night that I don’t see where you find the time. Between moving into the house, setting things up here, handling deliveries, and spending evenings with Cade, you must’ve found yourself a twenty-six-hour day.”
“Cade?”
The name popped simultaneously from Tory’s and Faith’s lips.
“That man moved faster than I gave him credit for.” Lissy wandered back. “I have to say, I never pictured the two of you together, as a couple. But you know what they say about still waters.”
“Yes. No.” Tory held up a hand. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Cade and I aren’t together.”
“Oh, there’s no need to be coy when it’s just us girls. Dwight told me all about it, explained you’d probably want to keep it quiet awhile. I haven’t told a soul, don’t you worry.”
“There’s nothing to tell. Absolutely nothing to tell. We just…” She saw two pair of eyes sharpen, and felt her tongue go thick. “Nothing. Dwight’s mistaken. I’ll go get the box.”
“Don’t know why she’s so hell-bent to keep it secret,” Lissy commented, when Tory rushed into the storeroom. “After all, it’s not like either of them’s married or anything. Of course,” she added with a smirk, “I guess the idea she’s rolling on the sheets with Cade after being back here less than a month doesn’t go with that quiet, proper-lady attitude she’s painting herself with.”
“Oh?” Cade’s business was Cade’s business, Faith told herself. But she’d be damned if she’d let this little cat claw at him. “Don’t quiet, proper ladies have sex?” With a viciously bright smile, she tapped a finger on Lissy’s belly. “I guess that bump you got there’s from eating too much chocolate.”
“I’m a married woman.”
“You weren’t when you and Dwight were bouncing around in the backseat of the secondhand Camaro his daddy bought him when he lettered in track.”
“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Faith, you did plenty of bouncing of your own back then.”
“Exactly. That’s why I’m damned careful where I aim my stone if I get an urge to throw one.” She signed her check with a flourish, then picked up the mate to her new earring.
“All I’m saying is that for somebody who’s barely back in Progress and who’s been doing God knows what all these years, she sure has latched on to a Lavelle mighty fast.”
“Nobody latches on to a Lavelle until we want them to.” But she was going to think about this. She was going to think about it good and hard.
Tory was tempted to close up as soon as she nudged her two unexpected customers out the door. But that would have thrown her off schedule, and given Lissy’s foolish gossip too much importance.
She worked on her stock another three hours, systematically pricing, logging, and arranging. The manual labor and the tedium of paperwork kept her from brooding.
But the drive home gave her ample opportunity.
This was not the way she intended to establish herself in Progress again. She wasn’t going to tolerate, not for one minute, being the focus of town gossip. The way to quash it, she told herself, was to ignore it, to rise above it.
And to keep her distance from Cade.
None of that would cause her any problem at all.
She was used to ignoring wagging tongues, and over matters a great deal more vital than some trumped-up romance. She certainly didn’t have to spend any time with Cade Lavelle. She barely had, in any case. A couple of meals, a movie or two, maybe a drive. All harmless occupations where they’d just happened to go together.
From now on, she’d just go alone.
And that, she thought, was that.
It might have been, if she hadn’t spotted his truck at the edge of a field.
She told herself to drive by. Really, there was no point in stopping, no reason to discuss it. It would be much more sensible to continue home and let the entire foolish matter die a natural death.
And she kept seeing the hungry, predatory gleam in Lissy’s eyes.
She jerked the wheel, pulled to the side of the road where the grass was choppy and thick. She was just going to mention it, that was all. Just mention that Cade should shut the hell up and stop talking about her with his idiot buddies. This wasn’t high school, damn it.
Piney Cobb took a long, contemplative drag from the last Marlboro in his pack. He’d watched the station wagon swerve to the shoulder, watched the woman—damn if it wasn’t the little Bodeen girl, all grown up—start her march to the field, and he kept watching as she aimed her feet between the rows and kept on coming.
Beside him, Cade stood studying the day’s work and the progress of the crop. Boy had funny ideas if you asked him, but those funny ideas were working. It was none of his never mind, anyway. He got paid all the same whether he sprayed hell out of the crop, or babied it with cow shit and ladybugs.
“Could use another good rain like we had the other night,” Cade mused.
“Could.” Piney scratched his grizzled chin, pursed his lips. “What you got here’s a good three inches higher than the traditional fields.”
“Organic cotton grows faster,” Cade said absently. “Chemicals stunt growth.”
“Yeah, so you’ve said.” And so, despite Piney’s doubts, it had been proven true. It made him think maybe, all in all, college educations weren’t all bullshit.
Not that he’d say so right out loud. But it was something to mull on.
“Boss?” Piney took a last pull on his cigarette, then carefully tramped it out underfoot. “You got female problems?”
Since his mind was full of work, it took Cade a minute. “Excuse me?”
“See, myself, I’ve kept pretty clear of females, but I been around this world long enough to recognize a woman getting up a head of steam.”
He shifted his gaze, squinting against the sun, and nodded lazily to where Tory was plowing her way up the rows. “There’s one now. From the look of things, you’re dead in her sights.”
“I got no problems.”
“I’d say you’re wrong about that one,” Piney muttered, and eased a step back so as not to be hit with the fallout.
“Cade.”
It was a pleasure to see her, a simple, easy pleasure. “Tory. This is a nice surprise.”
“Really? We’ll see about that. I need to talk to you.”
“All right.”
“Alone.”
“I’ll just mosey along.”
Tory sucked in her breath, remembered her manners. “I beg your pardon, Mr. Cobb.”
“No need for that. Didn’t think you’d remember me.”
She hadn’t, or hadn’t consciously. She’d said his name without thinking about it. Now, for a moment, her temper was coated with an old image of a scrawny, thin-chested man with wheat-colored hair who smelled most usually of liquor and snuck her little peppermint drops.
He was still scrawny, she noted, but age and drink had ravaged his face. It was red and worn and saggy, and the wheat-colored hair, if he still owned it, was thin enough to be covered completely by an old gray cap.
“I remember you used to give me candy, and you worked the field next to my father’s.”
“Did.” His lips stretched out in a smile, revealing teeth as tilted and gapped as an old picket fence. “Work for the college boy now. Pays better. I’ll just be getting on. See you in the morning, boss man.”
He tipped his cap, then took a peppermint out of his pocket and handed it to Tory. “As I recollect, you always favored these.”
“I still do. Thank you.”
“It pleased him that you remembered,” Cade said, as Piney walked across the field toward the road.
“My father used to shout at him about the evils of whiskey, then about once a month they’d get drunk together. Next day, Piney’d be out in the field, working as usual. And my rather’d go back to shouting at him across the rows.”
She shook her head, turned to face Cade. “I didn’t stop for a trip down memory lane. Just what do you mean telling your friend Dwight that we’re seeing each other?”
“I’m not sure—”
“We’re not seeing each other.”
Cade arched a brow, slipped off his sunglasses, hooked them on his shirt. “Well now, Tory, yes, we are. I’m standing here seeing you right now.”
“You know very well what I mean. We’re not dating.”
He didn’t smile, but he wanted to. He settled for scratching his head instead, and looking bemused. “Seems to me we’re doing something pretty close to that. We’ve gone out, what, four times in the last ten days or so. To my thinking, when a man and a woman go out to dinner and such, it’s a date.”
“Your thinking’s wrong. We’re not dating, so just get that straight.”
“Yes’m.”
“Don’t grin at me.” A trio of crows cawed by, sleek and shiny. “And even if you had that idea in your head, you had no business, no right, to tell Dwight we were involved. He went right off and told Lissy, and now she’s got it in her pea-brained head we’re having some sort of wild sexual affair. I do not want or intend for people around here to assume I’m your latest fling.”
“My latest?” He hooked his thumbs in his pockets, rocked back on the worn heels of his work boots. As far as entertainment went, he considered this the day’s highlight. “Just how many flings do you think I’ve had?”
“I have no interest.”
“You’re the one who brought it up,” he pointed out, just for the pleasure of seeing her snarl.
“The point is you told Dwight we were involved.”
“No, I didn’t. But I don’t see …” It came back to him. “Oh yeah. Hmm.”
“There!” With a kind of triumph, she jabbed a finger at him. “You’re a grown man, and should have gotten over the locker room talk.”
“It was a misunderstanding.” And a fascinating one, in his opinion. “Lissy keeps trying to set me up. Can’t appear to stand having a single man running loose. It’s a pain in the ass. Last time it came up, I told Dwight to get her off my back, to tell her I was having a hot affair or something.”
“With me?” She wondered steam didn’t stream from her ears. “Why, of all the—”
“I didn’t say you,” Cade broke in. “I imagine Dwight just picked you out, as we were in your place at the time of the conversation. You want to jump somebody, jump him. But personally, I don’t see what you’re all het up about. We’re both single, we’re seeing each other—now, we are, Tory,” he added, before she could argue the point. “And if Lissy wants to think things between us have progressed to what would be a natural stage, where’s the harm?”
She wasn’t sure she could speak. He was amused. She could see it in his eyes, hear it in his voice. “You think this is funny?”
“Not so much funny as anecdotal,” he decided. “Makes for an amusing little anecdote.”
“Anecdotal, my butt. Lissy’ll have this spread all over the county, if she hasn’t already.”
The crows came back, circling. “Oh well, now, there’s a tragedy. Maybe we should issue a press release denying all.”
She made a sound, something perilously close to a growl. When she whirled away, he took her arm, held her in place. “Just simmer down, Victoria.”
“Don’t you tell me to simmer down. I’m trying to establish a business, a home here, and I don’t want to be the subject of back fence gossip.”
“Back fence gossip’s the fuel that powers up small towns. You’ve lived in the city too long if you’ve forgotten that. And if people are talking, people are going to stroll into your shop to get a close-up look. Where’s the harm in that?”
He made it sound gentle, reasonable. “I don’t like being gawked at. I’ve had enough of being gawked at.”
“You knew there’d be some of that before you came back here. And if people want to gawk a bit at the woman who’s caught Cade Lavelle’s eye, all they’ll have to do is look at you to see why.”
“You’re turning this around.” She wasn’t entirely sure how, but she knew she wasn’t on solid ground any longer. “Faith was in the shop when Lissy made her announcement.” He did wince, which gave her some satisfaction. “There, not so cheerful about it now, are you?”
“If Faith’s going to poke at me about it, and she won’t be able to resist, it’s about time I got something out of it.” He tightened his grip on her arm, tossed his sunglasses on the ground beside them. Then brought her a step closer.
Alarm bells shrilled, and her hand slapped against his chest. “What are you doing?”
“No need to jump out of your skin.” With his free hand he cupped the back of her neck. “I’m just going to taste you.”
“Don’t.” But his lips were already skimming over hers.
“Won’t hurt. Promise.”
He kept his word. It didn’t hurt. It soothed and aroused, it eased and it stirred up those needs she’d locked so carefully away. But it didn’t hurt.
His mouth was soft, gentle, coaxing hers to taste. As he was. Warmth spread into her belly even as ropes of tension and awareness tangled together. And as that mix rose up toward her heart, he eased back.
“I had a feeling,” he murmured. His hand continued to rub and stroke the back of her neck. “Had it the first time I saw you again.”
Her head was spinning. It wasn’t a sensation she enjoyed. “This is a mistake. I don’t—” She stepped back in defense and felt something crunch under her heel.
“Damn, second pair this week.” Cade only shook his head over the broken sunglasses. “Life’s full of mistakes,” he went on, and kissed her again, lightly. “This doesn’t feel like one, but we’re just going to have to see it through to find out.”
“Cade, I’m no good at this sort of thing.”
“Which sort? The kissing sort?”
“No.” Her own laugh came as a surprise. How could he make her laugh when she was terrified? “The man-woman thing, the relationship thing.”
“Then you’ll just have to practice.”
“I don’t want to practice.” She could do nothing but sigh when he pressed his lips to her forehead. “Cade, there’s so much you don’t know about me.”
“That goes both ways. So let’s find out. It’s a nice evening.” He slid his hand down to hers. “Why don’t we go for a drive?”
“This isn’t dealing with the issue.”
“We can stop and get something to eat when the mood strikes.” He turned her, rather elegantly bent down to pick up his ruined glasses. He began to walk, with the young cotton between them. “One step at a time, Tory,” he said quietly. “I’m a patient man. You look around here, pay attention, you can see how patient. It took me three seasons to turn the farm around to where I wanted it. To what I believed in, and I did that against a couple of generations of tradition. There are people who still point and snicker, or grumble and curse. All because I didn’t go the way most are comfortable with, that most understand. And what people don’t understand usually scares them.”
She looked at him, then away. The charmingly careless man who’d chuckled at her temper had a line of steel running through him. It wouldn’t be wise, she mused, to forget it. “I know that. I live with that.”
“So why don’t we just consider ourselves two misfits, and see where that takes us?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. No Lavelle’s a misfit in Progress.”
“You think that because I’ve yet to bore you senseless with the wonders of organic farming and the beauty of green cotton.” Casually, he lifted her hand, kissed the back of it. “But I will, as I haven’t had a new victim in months. Tell you what, you go on home. I need to clean up some. I’ll come by and get you in about an hour.”
“I have things to do.”
“God knows there isn’t a day goes by there aren’t things to do.” He opened her car door. “I’ll be by in an hour,” he told her as she slid behind the wheel. “And Tory? Just so there’s no confusion. This is a date.”
He closed the door, then, tucking his hands in his pockets, strolled over to his truck.
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“Oh, don’t be mean, Cade. I’m just asking one little favor.” Faith stretched out across her brother’s bed, her chin on her fists, and aimed her most winsome look.
She’d developed the habit of coming into his room for company after Hope had died and being alone was unbearable. Now she most often dropped in when she wanted something.
They both knew it, and he didn’t seem to mind.
“You’re wasting those eyes on me.” Stripped to the waist, his hair still damp from his shower, Cade pulled a fresh shirt from his closet. “I’m using the car tonight.”
“You can use it anytime.” She tried a pout.
“That’s right, I can. And I’m using it tonight.” He gave her the smug smile reserved for irritating siblings.
“I’m the one who did the marketing for the food you stuffed in your mouth.” She scrambled up to kneel on the bed. “And went to the dry cleaners to pick up your stupid clothes, and all I’m asking is to borrow your damn car for one evening. But you’re too selfish.”
He slipped on his shirt, began to button it, with that same satisfied smile on his face. “And your point would be?”
“I hate you.” She yanked up a pillow, heaved it, and missed by a good foot and a half. She’d never had decent aim.
“I hope you wreck the goddamn car and end up trapped in a heap of twisting, burning metal.” The next pillow sailed over his head. He didn’t even bother to duck. “I hope glass gets in your eyes and you go blind, and if you do I’ll laugh when you walk into walls.”
He turned away from her, a deliberate and calculated insult. “Well then, I guess you won’t want to borrow what’s left of the car tomorrow night.”
“I want it now!”
“Faith, my treasure …” He tucked the shirt in, picked up his watch from the bureau. “You want everything now.” Unable to resist, he picked up the keys, dangled them. “But you can’t have it.”
She screamed, a primal war cry, and launched herself off the bed. He could have sidestepped, but it was more entertaining to brace and catch her arms before she could use those pretty, lethal nails on his face.
Besides, if he’d nipped out of her way, she’d have plowed straight, blind with temper, into his dresser. “You’re going to hurt yourself,” he warned, dancing with her as he held her trembling arms high.
“No, I’m going to kill you. I’m going to rip your eyes right out of your head.”
“You’ve got a real obsession with me going blind tonight. You rip my eyes out, how can I see how pretty you are?”
“Let me go, you bastard. Fight like a man.”
“If I fought like a man, I’d just coldcock you and be done with it.” To infuriate her, he leaned down to give her a quick kiss. “It’d take less energy.”
She slumped, eyes tearing up in defeat. “Oh, just let go. I don’t want your ugly old car anyway.”
“Those won’t work, either. Tears come too easy to you.” But he kissed her cheek. “You can have the car tomorrow, all day and half the night if you want.” He gave her arms an affectionate squeeze, started to step back.
And saw stars when she kicked his shin.
“Goddamn it. Jesus Christ.” He shoved her aside, tried to pace off the pain. “You sneaky bitch.”
“Be glad I didn’t go with my first instinct and use my knee. It was a near thing.” When he leaned over to rub at the sting, she made a leap for the keys still in his hand. She nearly had them, then he pivoted and her forward motion shot her past him and down onto the floor with a thud.
“Kincade! Faith Ellen!” The voice was a whip snapping on satin. Margaret stood in the doorway, body rigid, face pale. Instantly all movement stopped.
“Mama.” Cade cleared his throat.
“I could hear the shouting and the swearing all the way downstairs. As could Judge Purcell, whom I am entertaining this evening. As could Lilah, and the day maid, and the young man who’s just come to take her home.”
She waited a full beat, for the weight of the impropriety to lie heavy on the shoulders of her children. “Perhaps you feel this sort of behavior is acceptable, but I do not, and do not wish to have guests, servants, and strangers come to believe that I have raised two hyenas in this house.”
“I apologize.”
“Make him apologize to me,” Faith demanded, sulking as she rubbed her jarred elbow. “He pushed me down.”
“I certainly did not. You tripped over your own feet.”
“He was being cruel and unreasonable.” She had one shot left, Faith calculated, and meant to take it. “All I did was ask, and ask politely, to borrow his car for the evening, and he started calling me names and pushing me around.” She winced, gingerly touching her arm. “I have bruises.”
“I suspect there was more than a little provocation, but there is no excuse for laying your hands on your sister.”
“No, ma’am.” Cade acknowledged this with a stiff nod, and the regret that a foolish interlude could be pressed into such cold, implacable lines. “You’re right on both counts. I apologize.”
“Very well.” Margaret shifted her gaze to Faith’s. “Cade’s property is his to use or lend as he pleases. Now, let that be an end to it.”
“I just want to get out of this house for a few hours.” Temper spiked, spilling out of her mouth. “He can use the truck just as easy as anything else. All he wants to do is drive someplace dark and quiet so he can grope Tory Bodeen.”
“That’s pretty talk, Faith,” Cade murmured. “Very attractive.”
“Well, it’s true. Everyone in town knows the two of you are at each other.”
Margaret took two steps forward before her control snapped back. “Are you—-do you intend to see Victoria Bodeen tonight?”
“Yes.”
“Could you be unaware of my feelings about her?”
“No, Mama. I’m not unaware of them.”
“Obviously those feelings don’t matter. The fact that she played a part in your sister’s death, the fact that she is a constant reminder of that loss, mean nothing to you.”
“I don’t blame her for Hope’s death. I’m sorry that you do, and sorrier that my friendship with her causes you any pain or distress.”
“Save your sorries,” Margaret said coldly. “Sorry is nothing but an excuse for poor behavior. You may choose to bring that woman into your life, but you will keep her out of mine. Is that understood?”
“Yes, ma’am.” His voice iced in a direct reflection of hers. “It’s well understood.”
Without another word, she turned and walked away, her footsteps measured and slow.
Cade stared after her, wishing he hadn’t seen that one quick flash of grief in her eyes. Wishing he didn’t feel responsible for it. To cut at the guilt, he shot Faith one violent look.
“Very nice job, as always. Be sure to enjoy your evening.”
She squeezed her eyes shut as he strode out. There was a hole in her stomach, burned there by her own thoughtlessness. For a moment, she indulged herself, sat and rocked, then she leaped up, dashed toward the stairs. And heard the front door slam.
“I’m sorry,” she murmured, and sat on the landing. “I didn’t think. I didn’t mean it. Don’t hate me.” She dropped her head on her knees. “I already hate myself.”
“I hope you’ll pardon the behavior of my children, Gerald.” Margaret swept back into the main drawing room where her old friend waited.
There would have been no such outbursts in his house when his children lived under his roof. But then, he thought, his daughters had been raised to behave as ladies at all times.
Still, he offered Margaret a sympathetic and affectionate smile. “No, Margaret, no need to apologize. Just high spirits.” He took the glass of sherry she’d set down before going upstairs and offered it back to her.
There was music playing on low. Bach. A favorite of both of them. He’d brought roses, as he always did, and Lilah had already put them into the Baccarat vase on the broad sweep of the piano.
The room, with its deep blue divans and old, polished wood, was perfect, peaceful, and precisely as Margaret demanded. The piano was rarely played, but kept in tune just the same. It had been her wish that her daughters become accomplished on that instrument, but there she had been disappointed.
There were no family photos in this room. Every memento had been carefully selected for how it would fit into the scheme so that heirlooms blended seamlessly with her own acquisitions.
It was not a room where a man would prop his boots on a table, or a child would scatter toys on the rug.
“High spirits,” she repeated. “It’s kind of you to say so.” She paced over to the window, watched Cade’s car roar down the drive. Dissatisfaction scratched her skin like wool. “I’m afraid it’s a great deal more, and less, than high spirits.”
“Our children grow up, Margaret.”
“Some of them do.”
He said nothing for a moment. He knew the subject of Hope was never an easy one for her. And as he preferred things easy, would let it drift by as if it had never been said.
He’d known her for thirty-five years, and had once, briefly, courted her himself. She had chosen Jasper Lavelle, who had been wealthier and with bluer blood. It hadn’t put more than a hitch in Gerald’s stride, or so he liked to think.
He’d had ambitions even then, as a young lawyer. He had married well himself, raised two children, and had been comfortably widowed for five years.
Like his old friend, he preferred his widowed status to marriage. So much less demanding of time and energies.
He was a tall and strapping sixty with the dramatic features of enormous black eyebrows that winged up like ruffled feathers on his otherwise dignified, square face.
He had made the law, all the ins and slippery outs of it, his life, prospered and carved out a respected niche in the community.
He enjoyed Margaret’s company, their discussions of art and literature, and was her usual escort at events and affairs. They had never exchanged more than a cool sociable kiss on the cheek.
For sex he enjoyed the favors of young prostitutes, who exchanged sexual fantasies for cash and remained nameless.
He was a staunch Republican, a devout Baptist. He considered his sexual adventures a kind of hobby. After all, he didn’t golf.
“I don’t know that I’m good company tonight, Gerald.”
He was also a creature of habit. It was their night for a quiet dinner at Beaux Reves, a dinner that would be followed by coffee and a pleasant thirty minutes in the gardens.
“I’m too old a friend for you to worry about that.”
“I suppose I could use a friend. I’m upset, Gerald. Victoria Bodeen. I had hoped I could resolve myself to her coming back to Progress. But now I’ve learned that Cade is seeing her, socially.”
“He’s a grown man, Margaret.”
“He is my son.” She turned back then, her face hard as stone. “I won’t have it.”
He nearly sighed. “It seems to me that if you press the matter with him, you’ll make it, and her, too important.”
“I don’t intend to press it with him.” No, she knew what needed to be done, and would see to it. “He should have married your Deborah, Gerald.”
It was a mutual regret, mild on his part, and made him smile sadly. “We might have had grandchildren together.”
“What a thought,” Margaret murmured, and decided she could use another sherry.
Tory was waiting for him to drive up. She had it all figured out. It always took a bit of time and distance for her to realize Cade had maneuvered her. He did so very smoothly, very quietly, and very skillfully. But it was still maneuvering.
She’d been in charge of her life for too long now to allow anyone a turn at the wheel.
He was a nice man, and she couldn’t deny she enjoyed his company. She was proud of how calm and mature that sounded when she practiced it in front of her mirror. Just as she was pleased with the rest of the little speech she intended to make.
She was simply too involved with setting up her new business, establishing herself in town, reacquainting herself with the area, to put any time or effort into a relationship with him, or anyone else.
Naturally she was flattered he was interested in her, but it would be best all around if they simply stepped back now. She hoped they’d continue to be friends, but that was all they could be. Now or ever.
She scraped her teeth over her bottom lip. She could bring his taste back. She was good at bringing tastes back, even when she didn’t want to be.
The hot, sweet flavor of the windfall peaches under the twisted old tree by the river outside of town. Bees, drunk on the fermented juice, swarmed the fallen fruit and buzzed cozily.
She hadn’t expected his taste to be as hot and sweet, or as potent.
She hadn’t expected to be linked so perfectly with him for that moment, as if he were one of the missing pieces of the puzzle of her life.
That was romanticizing the casual, she reminded herself. It was foolish to pretend she hadn’t imagined what it would be like to kiss him. She was human, after all.
She was normal.
But when she’d imagined it, everything had been rather mild and pleasant and simple. The reality of it hadn’t really been a kiss at all, but more of a sample. And she supposed he’d done that on purpose, just to intrigue her.
Clever of him, she decided. He was a clever man. But it wasn’t going to work.
She was ready for him now, and her mind was set. There was no temper or embarrassment to blur her senses. She’d walk outside when he pulled up. In that way she’d block him from coming inside and having any opportunity to confuse the issue again. She’d make her tidy speech, wish him well, then go back inside and close the door.
And stay where it was safe.
The plan put her at ease again, in control again. So when she heard him drive up, she gave a little sigh of relief. Everything was about to be put back in order again.
Then she stepped out, saw his face.
He sat in the pretty convertible, his streaked mass of hair already windblown, his hands resting on the wheel. He gave her an easy smile, but behind it she saw anger and frustration. Most of all she saw bitter unhappiness.
No maneuver he could have devised, no plan he could have calculated, could have hit her weakness more effectively.
“That’s one of the things I like best about you, Tory. You’re prompt.” He got out, started to round the hood to open the passenger door.
She didn’t touch him. The connection tended to become too close with physical contact. “Tell me what’s wrong.”
“Wrong?” He glanced down, started to make light of it, then the shield went up. He stepped back, went around to his own side as she climbed in. “Do you just crack open a mind and take a peek at what’s inside?”
Her head snapped back, as one would from a blow. Then she folded her hands in her lap. It was better this way. It would have happened eventually anyway, she reminded herself. Better to get it over with quick and early.
“No. That would be rude.”
He laughed, dropped back behind the wheel. “Oh, I see. There’s an etiquette to mind reading.”
“I don’t read minds.” She gripped her fingers together—taut wires, white at the stress points. She let out a breath to relieve the pressure in her chest, and stared straight ahead. “It’s more a reading of feelings. I’ve learned to block it out, as it’s not pleasant, whatever you might think, to have other people’s emotions pounding at you. It’s fairly easy to filter it, but now and again, if I’m not paying attention, something, particularly strong emotions, slide through. I apologize for intruding on your privacy.”
He said nothing for a moment, just sat with his head back and his eyes closed. “No, I’m sorry. That was nasty. I’m feeling nasty, as you picked up on. I guess I needed to take a swipe at somebody, and you were elected.”
“I understand that it’s uncomfortable to be with someone you can’t trust. Someone you feel can and will take advantage of your own thoughts and feelings, use them to control you or hurt you or direct your life. That’s one of the reasons I tried to explain to you why I’m not good at relationships, why I don’t want to be involved in one. It’s perfectly understandable to have questions and doubts, and for those questions and doubts to lead to resentment and distrust.”
She fell silent, used the silence to gear herself up for the rest.
“That,” Cade said mildly, “is an amazing pile of bullshit. Mind if I ask whose words you just put in my mouth?”
“They were your own words.” She shifted, leaning on her own crutch of bitterness to face him. “I am what I am and I can’t change it. I know how to cope and how to get by. I don’t want or expect anyone to stand with me. I don’t need anyone to. I’ve learned to accept my life just the way it is, and I don’t give a damn if you or anyone else doesn’t.”
“You’d better watch out for gopher holes, Tory. That’s a very high horse you’re sitting on.” When she reached for the door handle, he just lifted an eyebrow. “Coward.”
Her fingers tightened on it, then released. “Bastard.”
“That’s right, I was, for taking out a piss-poor mood on you. I was told tonight that sorries are just excuses for bad behavior, but I’m sorry anyway. You, however, are dumping opinions on me that I haven’t expressed and don’t have. I can’t give them to you, as I haven’t finished making them yet. When something’s important, I like to take the time to study on it. You seem to be important.”
He leaned over. Instinctively she pressed back into the seat. “You know, that’s something that irritates me right down to the bone.” Calmly, he drew her seat belt over, hooked it. “And it’s a challenge at the same time. You see, I’m just bound and determined to keep touching you, to keep getting closer until you stop pulling back.”
He started the engine, tossed an arm over the seat, let his gaze rest on hers before he backed the car up the lane. “You can chalk it up to pride and ego, if you like. I don’t mind a bit.”
He swung onto the road, punched the gas. “I’ve never hit a woman.” He said it conversationally, but she heard the viciously controlled anger beneath. “I won’t start with you. I’d like to have my hands on you. I damn well intend to have them on you eventually. But I won’t hurt you.”
“I don’t think every man uses his fists on women.” She looked out the window, gathering her composure the way she gathered bricks for her wall. “I worked that, and several other issues, out in therapy.”
“Good.” He said it simply. “Then I won’t have to worry every move I make comes off as a threat to you. I don’t mind making you nervous, but I do mind scaring you.”
“If I were afraid of you, I wouldn’t be here.” The wind flowed over her face, through her hair. “I’m not a pushover, Cade, or anyone’s doormat. Not anymore.”
He waited a beat. “If you were, I wouldn’t want you here.”
She turned her head just a little, studied him with a sidelong glance. “That was a very smart thing to say. Maybe the best thing that could be said. Even better, I believe you mean it.”
“I’m one of those peculiar creatures who tries to mean what they say.”
“I believe that, too.” She took a deep breath. “I wasn’t going to come tonight. I was going to walk out of the house, tell you I wasn’t coming, explain how things were going to be. And here I am.”
“You felt sorry for me.” He shot her a glance. “That was your first mistake.”
She gave a short laugh. “I suppose. Where are we going?”
“No place special.”
“Good.” She settled back, surprised at how quickly, how easily she relaxed. “That’s a fine spot.”
He drove farther than he’d intended, choosing back roads at random, but always winding his way east. Toward the sea. The sun dipped lower behind them, shooting streaks of red across the sky that seemed to bleed down into the fields, pour through the stands of trees, drip into the snaking curve of the river.
He let her choose the music, and though Mozart blasted out rather than the rock he would have selected, it seemed to suit the oncoming twilight.
He found a little waterside restaurant, well south of the crowds that flocked to Myrtle Beach. It was warm enough to sit outside, at a little table where a squat white candle sputtered in a glass globe and the conversation around them was muted under the steady rise and slap of the surf.
On the beach children chased the bug-eyed sand crabs into their holes or threw bread crumbs into the air for the crying gulls. A group of young people thrashed in the surf and sent out the squeals and shouts that were caught between mating calls and childhood.
In a sky still deep blue with the last gasp of day, the first star winked to life and shone like a single diamond.
The tension and temper of the day melted out of her mind.
She didn’t think she was hungry. Her appetite was never particularly keen. But she poked at her salad while he began to tell her of his work.
“When you feel your eyes begin to glaze over, just stop me.”
“I don’t bore that easy. And I know something about organic cotton. The gift shop where I worked in Charleston sold organic cotton shirts. We got them from California. They were pricey, but sold well for us.”
“Give me the name of the shop. Lavelle Cotton started manufacturing organic last year. I can guarantee we’ll beat the price from California. That’s part of what I haven’t been able to get across as well as I’d like. Growing organically, after you’re established, competes head-on with chemical methods. And the product commands a premium in the marketplace.”
“Which equals more profit.”
“Exactly.” He buttered a roll, passed it to her. “People listen to profit more than they listen to environmental concerns. I can talk about pesticide drift, the effect on wildlife and edge species—”
“Edge species?”
“Quail and other birds that nest in the grass along the fields. Hunters shoot the quail, eat the quail, and consume the pesticide. Then there’s insecticide. Sure they kill off the pests, but they also kill off the good bugs, infect birds, reduce the food chain. A chick eats a dead or dying insect after spraying, then the chick’s infected. It’s a cycle you can’t break until you try another method.”
Odd, she thought, to realize she’d carried her father’s view of farming inside her, where nature was the enemy to be fought day after day, with the government running a close second.
“You love it. Farming.”
“Yes. Why wouldn’t I?”
She shook her head. “A great many people make a living doing things they don’t enjoy and have no real talent for. I was supposed to go on and work at the tool and dye factory after high school. I took business courses in secret rather than argue about it. So I suppose I know what it’s like to go against the grain to do what you want to do.”
“How did you know what you wanted to do?”
“I just wanted to be smart.” To escape, she thought, but steered the conversation back to him. “The organic method’s sensible, and certainly forward-thinking, but if you don’t spray, you’ve got weeds and disease and pests. You’ve got a sick crop.”
“Cotton’s been cultivated over four thousand years. What do you think people did up until sixty, seventy years ago, before we started using aldicarb and methyl parathion and trifluralin?”
It intrigued her, interested her, to see him getting worked up. To feel the passion for his work vibrating out of him. “They had slaves. And after that, field hands they could work obscene hours for slave wages. That’s just one of the reasons, in case you were wondering, why the South lost the War Between the States.”
“We can discuss history another time.” He leaned forward, needing to make his point. “Organically grown cotton can and does use more hand labor, but it also makes use of natural resources. Animal manure, compost, instead of chemical fertilizers that can pollute groundwater. Cover crops to help control weeds and pests and add to revenue, and the basic soil conservation of rotation. Good bugs—ladybugs, mantis, and so on—to feed on the cotton pests instead of exposing farmworkers, neighbors, children to pesticide drift. We let the plants die naturally instead of using a defoliant.”
He sat back as their entrées were served, topped off the wine in their glasses, but he was on a roll. “We keep up the process through the ginning. We clear the gin of residue from conventional cotton, that’s federal regulation. So when it’s sold, it’s pure, free of chemicals. Not everyone thinks that such a big deal for a shirt or your jockey shorts, but cotton’s seed as well as fiber. And cottonseed’s in a whole lot of prepared food. How much pesticide do you figure you’re taking in every time you eat a bag of potato chips.”
“I don’t think I want to know.” But she remembered her father coming home, cursing the land. She remembered watching the crop dusters dropping their clouds, and how the filaments would linger and drift toward the house.
She remembered the stench of it. And the burn in the air.
“How did you get interested in the whole organic method?”
“First year of college. I started reading about it and, well, the fact is, there was this girl.”
“Ah.” Amused, Tory cut into her trout. “Now we see the picture form.”
“Her name was Lorilinda Dorset, from Mill Valley, California. My tongue fell onto my toes the first time I saw her. A long, lanky brunette in tight jeans.”
He gave a sigh at the memory, sweet with distance. “And a card-carrying member of PETA, Greenpeace, the Nature Conservancy, and God knows what all. So of course, to impress her, I read up on animal rights and natural farming and whatnot. Gave up meat for two months.”
She lifted a brow at the steak on his plate. “Must have been love.”
“For a few bright, shiny weeks it was. I let her drag me to a seminar on organic farming, and she let me get her out of those tight jeans.” His smile was slow and wicked. “Of course, eventually, my desperate need for a hamburger outweighed my devotion and Lorilinda turned in disgust from the carnivore.”
“What else could she do?”
“Exactly. But I kept thinking about what I’d heard in that seminar, and what I read in those books, and it made more and more sense to me. I saw how it could be done, and why it should be. So when Beaux Reves came to me, I started the long and not entirely without conflict process.”
“Lorilinda would be proud.”
“No, she’ll never forgive me for the cheeseburger. It was a serious breech of faith. For months afterward, I could barely choke one down over the guilt.”
“Men are bastards.”
“I know it.” He also knew that she might actually eat a full meal if he kept her mind engaged. “But forgiving that genetic flaw, how would you feel about being Progress’s exclusive outlet for Lavelle’s Green Cotton products?”
“You want me to sell your shirts in my shop?” she asked, surprised.
“Not necessarily shirts, if that doesn’t fit the ambiance. But linens? Tablecloths, napkins, that sort of thing.”
“Well.” Caught off-guard, she shifted gears to business. “I’d want to see some samples, of course. But as the product would be produced here in the state, it should fit in with my stock. We’ll need to discuss cost and supply and quality and style, of course. I’m keeping clear of assembly-line type products. I’m providing the unique, and celebrating South Carolina’s impressive variety of artists and craftsmen.”
She paused to sip her wine and think. “Organic cotton linens,” she murmured. “From field to display to table, all within Georgetown County. That could be very appealing.”
“Good.” He lifted his glass, tapped hers. “We’ll find a way to make it work for both of us. To make it all work,” he added.
The evening was certainly ending on a much nicer note than it had begun. With a full moon riding overhead, and a lovely fog of wine in the brain. She hadn’t meant to drink, she did so rarely, but it had been so pleasant to sit by the water and sip at wine.
So pleasant that she’d had two glasses instead of one, and was now comfortably sleepy. The car ran smooth and fast, and the wind that blew over her smelled of the approaching summer.
It made her think of honeysuckle and overblown roses, the smell of tar melting in the sun and the lazy hum of bees courting the magnolia blossoms in the marsh.
Wishing to God it’d get a little cooler now that the sun’d gone down. If a ride didn’t come along soon she could hook her thumb around, she’d end up walking all the way to the goddamn beach. ‘Course it was Marcie’s fault, the bitch, ditching her so she could go off and make it with that asshole Tim. Well, she didn’t give a flying fuck about Marcie, she’d hitch her way up to Myrtle Beach and have a fine time.
All she needed was a fricking ride. Come on, sweetheart, stop the car! There you go. Hot damn.
Tory reared up in the seat, eyes wide, sucking at air like a swimmer surfacing from a long, lung-bursting dive.
“She got in the car. She tossed her pack in the back and got in the car.”
“Tory?” Cade pulled to the side of the road, shifted to take her shoulders. “It’s all right. You just fell asleep for a minute.”
“No.” She shoved at him, sick and desperate, and yanked at her seat belt. There were hands squeezing her heart so it beat in hitchy strikes. “No.” She wrenched open the door, leaped out, and began a stumbling run along the shoulder. “She’s hitchhiking, to the beach. He picked her up, back there, somewhere back there.”
“Wait. Hold on.” He caught up with her, had to drag her around. “Honey, you’re shaking.”
“He took her.” It was sliding into her head, images and shapes, sounds and scents. There was a burn in her throat, a smoker’s rasp from pulling deep on one too many cigarettes. “He took her, pulled off the road, pulled off and into the trees. And he hit her with something. She doesn’t see what it is, she only feels the pain, and she’s dazed. What’s happening? What’s the matter? She pushes at him, but he’s dragging her out of the car.”
“Who?”
She shook her head, fighting to find herself in the confusion, in the pain. In the terror. “That way. Just up that way.”
“All right.” Her eyes were huge, unfocused, and her skin had gone clammy under his hands. “You want to walk up there a little ways?”
“I have to. Leave me alone.”
“No.” He wrapped an arm firmly around her. “That I won’t. We’ll walk. I’m right here. You can feel me right here.”
“I don’t want this. I don’t want it.” But she began to walk. She opened herself, overriding her instinct for self-preservation. She didn’t struggle when the images shifted, solidified.
The stars wheeled overhead, blindingly bright. Heat closed around her like a fist.
“She wanted to go to the beach. She couldn’t get a ride. She was angry at her friend. Marcie. A friend named Marcie, they were supposed to drive together, spend the weekend. Now she’s going to hitchhike because, by God, she’s not going to let that stupid bitch ruin her trip. He comes along, and she’s happy. She’s tired and she’s thirsty, and he says he’s going all the way to Myrtle. It’s less than an hour by car.”
She stopped, held up a hand. Her head lolled back, but her eyes stayed open. Wide open. “He gives you a bottle. Jack Black. Blackjack. You take a drink, a long one. To kill your thirst and because it’s so cool to be riding along and drinking whiskey.
“It must’ve been the bottle he hit you with. Must’ve been, because you passed it back to him, and were laughing, then something crashed into the side of your head. Christ! It hurts!”
She staggered, and her hand flew to her cheek. The taste of blood filled her mouth.
“No. Don’t.” Cade pulled her against him, surprised she didn’t slide out of his arms like smoke.
“I can’t see. Can’t. There’s nothing in him. Just blank. Wait. Wait.” With her hands fisted, her breath in rags, she pushed. Sickness rolled in her stomach, but she slipped through, and saw.
“He took her in there.” She began to rock. “I can’t. I just can’t.”
“You don’t have to. It’s all right now. Come on back to the car.”
“He took her in there.” Pity and grief overwhelmed everything else. “He rapes her.” Now she closed her eyes, let it come, let it burn. “You fight for a while. He’s hurting you, and you’re so scared, so you fight. He hits you again, twice, hard in the face. Oh it hurts, it hurts, it hurts. You don’t want to be here. You want your mother. You just cry while he grunts and pants and finishes.
“You smell his sweat and his sex and your own blood, and you can’t fight anymore.”
Tory lifted her hands, ran them over her own face. She needed to feel the lines of her own cheeks, nose, mouth. She needed to remember who she was.
“I can’t see him. It’s dark and he’s just a thing. There’s nothing from him for me to feel that seems real. She doesn’t see him, either, not really. Not even when he uses his hands to strangle her. It doesn’t take long because she’s barely conscious anyway and hardly struggles. She hasn’t been with him more than half an hour, and she’s dead. Lying naked in the shadow of the trees. That’s where he leaves her. He—he was whistling on his way back to the car.”
She stepped back from Cade then, in that deliberate way of hers. All he could see was her face, pale as the moon, with those eyes swirling smoke.
“She was only sixteen. A pretty girl with long blond hair and long legs. Her name was Alice, but she didn’t like it, so everyone called her Ally.”
The strain and the sorrow swallowed her up.
Cade caught her, lifted her. She was limp as the dead. Shaken as much by her utter stillness as the story she’d told, he carried her away quickly. He thought, hoped, if he got her away from that spot, that place, she’d be better.
Even as he bent to lay her back in the car she stirred. When her eyes opened, they were dark and glazed.
“It’s all right. You’re all right. I’m going to get you home.”
“I just need a minute.” The queasiness came on, and the chill. But they would pass. The horror would take longer. “I’m sorry.” She shrugged helplessly. “I’m sorry.”
“For what?” He skirted the hood, got back behind the wheel. Then just sat. “I don’t know what to do for you. There ought to be something I could do. I’m going to get you home, then I’ll come back and … I’ll find her.”
Confused, Tory stared at him. “She isn’t there now. It happened a long time ago. Years ago.”
He started to speak, then stopped himself. Alice, she’d said. A young blond girl named Alice. It stirred his memory, and a kind of sickness in his gut. “Does it always come on you like that? Out of nowhere?”
“Sometimes.”
“It hurts you.”
“No, it wears you out, makes you a little sick, but it doesn’t hurt.”
“It hurts you,” he said again, and reached down to turn the key.
“Cade.” Tentatively she touched a hand to his. “It was … I’m sorry to bring this back to you, but you have to know. It was like Hope. That’s why it came so strong. It was like Hope.”
“I know it.”
“No, you don’t understand. The man who killed that poor girl, left her there in the trees, it was the same man who killed Hope.”
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I didn’t want to believe it. There were—are—dozens of rational, logical reasons why Tory is wrong. Small points and major ones that make her claim about the teenager killed along the roadside impossible. The girl couldn’t have been murdered by the same monster who killed my sister.
Little Hope with her flyaway hair and eyes full of fun and secrets.
I can list those reasons here in a straightforward manner, the way I couldn’t seem to relate to Tory last night. I know I let her down. I know by the way she looked at me, by the way she slipped back behind that barricaded silence of hers. I know I hurt her by the way I turned aside her claim, the way I suggested, no, insisted, that she let it alone.
But what she told me, what she let me see through her eyes, the horror she relived right in front of me, and later spoke of with such quiet restraint, brought it all back. Brought me back to that long-ago summer when everything in the world changed.
Maybe it’ll help more to write of Hope than of that doomed young girl I never knew.
As I sit here at my father’s desk—for it will forever be my father’s desk in everyone’s mind, including my own—I can turn back the days and months and years until I’m twelve again, still innocent enough to be careless with people I love, still seeing my friends as superior in every way to family, still dreaming of the day when I’m old enough to drive, or to drink, or to do any of the magical things that belong to the coveted world of adulthood.
I’d done my chores that morning, as always. My father had been a stickler for responsibilities, and for hammering what was expected of me into my head. At least he was before we lost Hope, I’d gone out with him, midmorning, to look over the fields. I remember standing, looking over that ocean of cotton. My father stuck mostly with cotton, even when many of the neighboring farms turned heavily to soybeans or tomatoes or tobacco. Beaux Reves was cotton, and I was never to forget it.
I never did.
And that day it was so simple to see why, to stand and look out over that vast space, to see the magic of the bolls burst open by the straining lint. To watch the stalks bend with the weight—some of them carrying what must have been a hundred bolls, all cracked open like eggs. And that late in the year, with the fields so rich with it, the very air smelled of cotton. The hot smell of summer dying.
It was to be a good harvest that year. The cotton would spill into the fields, be picked and bagged and processed. Beaux Reves would go on, even with those who lived in it little more than ghosts.
I was set free shortly after noon. While my father expected me to work, to learn, to sweat, he also expected me to be a boy. He was a good man, a good father, and for the first twelve years of my life he was everything solid and warm and fine.
I missed him long before he died.
But when he cut me loose that day, I took my bike, the streamlined twelve-speed I’d been given for Christmas, and drove through the thick, hot wall of air all the way to Wade’s. We had a tree house, back of Wade’s yard, up in an old sycamore. Dwight and Wade were already there, drinking lemonade and reading comic books. It was too damn hot to do much else, even if we were twelve.
But Wade’s mama never could leave us be. She was forever coming out and calling up asking didn’t we want this or why didn’t we come in and have a nice cold drink and a tuna fish sandwich. Miss Boots always did have a sweet heart, but she was a royal pain in our collective asses that summer. We were on the cusp of manhood, or so we considered ourselves, and it was more than mortifying to be offered tuna fish and Pepsi-Cola by a mother wearing a starched apron and an indulgent smile that turned us back into children again.
We escaped, headed down to the river for a swim. I believe, out of duty, we made rude, and to us, brilliantly clever insults regarding Dwight’s plump white ass. He, in turn, retaliated by comparing our male parts to various unattractive vegetables. Naturally, such activities kept us all in hysterics for an hour.
It was very easy being twelve. We discussed important matters: Would the Rebel Alliance come back and defeat Darth Vader and the Evil Empire? Who was cooler—Superman or Batman? How would we con one of our parents into taking us to see the latest Friday the Thirteenth movie? We would never be able to face our schoolmates if we hadn’t seen the insane Jason slaughter his annual quota of teenagers.
Such were the vital questions of our lives at the moment.
Sometime after four, I suppose it was, after we’d made ourselves half sick on wasp-stung peaches and underripe pears, Dwight had to get home. His aunt Charlotte was coming in from Lexington for a visit, and he was expected to be clean and on time for supper. Dwight’s parents were strict, and it would not pay him to be late.
We knew he would be forced to wear pressed shorts and a bow tie for the evening, and with the generosity of friends, we waited until he was out of earshot to snicker about it.
Wade and I left soon after, parting ways on the road. He for town and me for Beaux Reves.
I passed Tory on the way. She didn’t have a bike. She was walking home, toward me. I imagine she’d been up playing with Hope. Her feet were bare and dusty, and her shirt was too small. I didn’t really notice any of that at the time, but I remember now just how she looked, that heavy brown hair pulled back from her face, those big gray eyes that stared right into mine as I zoomed by without a word. I could hardly have taken a moment to speak to a girl and maintain my manly dignity. But I recall glancing back, and seeing her walking away on strong legs tanned with summer.
The next time I saw her legs, there were fresh welts scoring them.
Hope was on the veranda when I got there, playing at jacks. I wonder if young girls still play at jacks. Hope was a terror at it, and could whoop anyone she persuaded to challenge her. She tried to get me to play, even promised to give me a handicap. Which, of course, insulted me beyond bearing. I think I told her jacks were for babies and I had more important things to do. Her laugh, and the sound of the ball bouncing, followed me inside.
I would give a year of my life to go back to that moment and sit on the veranda while she beat me at jacks.
The evening passed as others had. Lilah shooed me upstairs to bathe, saying I smelled of river skunk.
Mama was in the front parlor. I knew because the music she liked was playing. I didn’t go in, as I knew from experience she didn’t care much for smelly, sweaty boys in the front parlor.
It’s funny, looking back I see how much we were, Wade, Dwight, and I, ruled by our mothers. Wade’s with her fluttery hands and warm eyes, Dwight’s with her bags of cookies and candy, and mine with her unbending notions of what was tolerable, and what was not.
I never realized that before, and don’t suppose it matters at this point. It might have mattered then, if we’d understood it.
On this evening, what mattered was avoiding my mother’s disapproval, so I headed straight up the stairs. Faith was in her room, putting some fancy dress on one of her pack of Barbie dolls. I know because I took the time and trouble to stop at her door and sneer.
I had a shower, as I had, shortly before, decided baths were for girls and old wrinkled men. I’m sure I put my dirty clothes in the hamper, as Lilah would have twisted the lobe of my ear if I’d done otherwise. I put on clean clothes, combed my hair, likely took a few moments to flex my biceps and study the results in the mirror. Then I went downstairs.
We had chicken for supper. Roast chicken with mashed potatoes and gravy, and the peas that were fresh from the garden. Faith didn’t care for peas and refused to eat hers, which might have been tolerated, but she made an issue of it, as Faith often did, and ended up sassing Mama and being sent from the table in disgrace.
I believe Chauncy, Papa’s faithful old hound who died the next winter, got what was left on her plate.
After supper, I poked around outside, devising a way I would talk Papa into letting me build a fort. Thus far my efforts in this area had been a dismal failure, but I thought if I could locate the right spot, one that would conceal the proposed structure so that it wouldn’t be the eyesore Papa imagined, I would succeed.
It was during this reconnoiter that I found Hope’s bike where she’d hidden it behind the camellias.
I never thought of tattling. It just wasn’t the way we worked as siblings, unless temper or self-interest outweighed loyalty. It didn’t even concern me, though I imagined she planned to sneak out and meet Tory somewhere that night as they were thick as thieves all that summer. I knew she’d done so before, and didn’t blame her. Mama was much more strict on her daughters than she was on her son. So I said nothing about the bike and set my mind on the fort.
One word from me, and her plans would have been shattered. She’d have shot me one of her hot, angry looks under her lashes, and likely have refused to speak to me for a day, two if she could hold out.
And she’d have been alive.
Instead. I went back into the house around dusk and planted myself in front of the TV as was my right on a long summer night. Being twelve, I had a powerful appetite and eventually wandered out to hunt up some appropriate snack. I ate potato chips and watched Hill Street Blues and wondered what it was like to be a policeman.
By the time I went to bed, with a full stomach and tired eyes, my sister was already dead.
He’d thought he could write more, but he couldn’t manage it. He’d intended to write down what he knew about his sister’s murder, and the murder of a young girl named Alice, but his thoughts had veered away from the facts and the logic and had left him steeped in memories and grief.
He hadn’t realized how completely she would come alive for him if he wrote of her. How the pictures of that night, and the horrible images of the next morning, would run through his mind like a film.
Was that, he wondered, how it was for Tory? Like a movie playing in the mind that would not be stopped?
No, it was more. Did she know that when she’d been caught in that vision the night before she’d spoken to the girl rather than about her? Perhaps the girl Alice had spoken through her.
What kind of strength did it take to face that, to survive it and build a life?
He picked up what he’d written, started to lock it in a drawer of the old desk. Instead he folded the pages, sealed them in an envelope.
He would need to see Tory again. Need to speak with her again. He’d been right on that first day when he’d told her the ghost of his sister stood right there between them.
There would be no going forward or back until they’d each come to terms with what they’d lost.
He heard the old grandfather clock call the hour with its hollow, echoing bongs. Two lonely beats. He would be up again in four hours, dressing in the pale light, eating the breakfast Lilah would insist on fixing, then driving from field to field, eyeing the crops with all the faith and fatalism every farmer was born with, checking for pests, studying the sky.
Despite, or perhaps because of, all the science he studied and implemented, Cade’s Beaux Reves was more plantation than the farm of his father. He hired more laborers, stuck with more handwork than the generation before him. He put more effort, and more of the profits, into the ginning and the compression and storage and processing than his father, and his grandfather, had been willing to do. It made Beaux Reves a self-contained antebellum plantation, and at the same time, a kind of busy, diversified factory.
And still, with his charts and his science and his careful business plans, he would stand and study the sky and hope nature cooperated.
In the end, he thought, as he picked up the envelope, it all came down to fate.
He switched off the desk lamp and used the moonlight spilling through the windows to guide him down the curving stairs and out of the tower office. He’d need those four hours’ sleep, he told himself, because after the morning work he had afternoon meetings at the plant. He reminded himself to pick up some samples for Tory, and work up a proposal.
If he could pull all that together, he could go see her the next night. As he stepped into his room, he weighed the envelope in his hand, then switched on the light and tucked the envelope into the briefcase that sat beside his field boots.
He was unbuttoning his shirt when the faint breeze and the drift of smoke it carried had him glancing toward his terrace doors. He stepped over, noted they were open a chink, and through the glass saw the red glow of a burning cigarette.
“I wondered if you’d ever come down.” Faith turned. She was wearing the robe she favored these days, and spreading her arms on the stone, struck a kind of pose.
“Why don’t you smoke out your own window?”
“I don’t have this fine terrace, like the master of the house.” That had been another bone of contention. And though he agreed that she’d have made more of the master suite than he, it hadn’t been worth fighting their mother over her insistence he take it after his father’s death.
She lifted the cigarette, drew slowly. “You’re still mad at me. I don’t blame you. That was a lousy thing to do. I just don’t think when my temper’s up.”
“If that’s an apology, fine. Now, go on and let me go to bed.”
“I’m sleeping with Wade.”
“Jesus.” Cade pressed his fingers to his eyes and wondered why they didn’t just bore through his brain. “You figure that’s something I need to know?”
“I found out one of your secrets, so I’m telling you one of mine. We’ll be even.”
“I’ll make a note to take an ad on it out in the paper. Wade.” He dropped down into the iron chair on the terrace, slumped. “Goddamn it.”
“Oh, don’t be that way. We’re getting along just fine.”
“Until you chew him up and spit him out.”
“I don’t plan to.” Then she gave a short, humorless laugh. “I never plan to, it just happens.” She sent the butt of the cigarette sailing over the rail, never thinking that her mother would find it and be annoyed. “He makes me feel good. Why does something have to be wrong with that?”
“It doesn’t. It’s your business.”
“The way you and Tory is yours.” She stepped over, crouched down so their eyes were level. “I am sorry, Cade. It was mean and spiteful of me to say what I did, and I wish I could take it back.”
“You always do.”
“No, I might say I do, but half the time I don’t mean it. This time I do.” Since there was more fatigue than anger in his eyes, she reached up to dance her fingers in his hair. She’d always envied the weight and the curl of his hair.
“But you don’t pay any attention to Mama. She’s got no business telling you what to do. Even if she’s probably right.”
He caught a drift of his mother’s jasmine, the night bloomer. “She’s not right.”
“Well, I’m the last one to give advice on romantic entanglements—”
“Exactly.”
She arched a brow. “Ouch. That was a quick little stab. But, as I was going to say before I started bleeding, this family is screwed up enough on its own without adding a strange element like Tory Bodeen to the mix.”
“She’s a part of what happened that night.”
“Oh Lord, Cade, we were screwed up long before Hope died.”
He looked so frustrated at that statement, and so tired, she nearly backed off, made some joke out of the whole thing. But she’d been doing a lot of thinking since Tory had come back to town. It was time to say it.
“You think about it.” Anger with him, and more than a little self-loathing, made her voice sharp as honed tacks. “We were made the minute we were born, all three of us. And Mama and Papa before us. You think their marriage was some sort of love match? You might like to look at the pretty side of things, but you know better than that.”
“They had a good marriage, Faith, until—”
“A good marriage?” With a sound of disgust, she pushed to her feet, dragged her cigarettes from her robe pocket. “What the hell does that mean? A good marriage? That they were suited for each other, that it was smart and convenient for the heir of the county’s biggest and richest plantation to marry the well-to-do debutante? Fine, it was a good marriage. Maybe they even had feelings for each other, for a while anyway. They did their duty,” she said bitterly, and snapped on her lighter. “They made us.”
“They did their best,” Cade said wearily. “You never wanted to see that.”
“Maybe their best was never good enough, not for me. And I don’t see why it was for you. What choice did they ever give you, Cade? All your life you were expected and groomed to be the master of Beaux Reves. What if you’d wanted to be a plumber, for God’s sake.”
“That always was my secret life’s ambition. I often fix a leaky faucet just to give myself a thrill.”
She laughed, and the roughest edge of her anger smoothed. “You know very well what I mean. You might have wanted to be an engineer or a writer or a doctor, or something, but you weren’t given the chance to choose. You were the oldest son, the only son, and your path was set.”
“You’re right. And I don’t know what might have happened if I’d wanted to be any of those things. But the point is, Faith, I didn’t.”
“Well, how could you, growing up and hearing ‘When Cade runs Beaux Reves,’ and ‘When Cade’s in charge’? You never got to be anything else, never got to say ‘I’m going to play guitar in a rock-and-roll band.’”
This time he laughed and she sighed and leaned back against the rail. It reminded her why she so often came to his room, so often sought out his company. With Cade she could say what she needed to. He’d let her. He’d listen.
“Don’t you see, Cade, they made us what we are, and maybe you got what you wanted in the end. I’m glad you did, and I mean that.”
“I know you do.”
“That still doesn’t make it right. You were expected to be smart, to know things, to figure things. And while you were off learning your life’s work, I was here being told to behave, to speak softly, not to run in the house.”
“You can take comfort that you rarely listened.”
“I might’ve,” she murmured. “I might’ve if I hadn’t already figured out that this house was a training ground for a good wife, a good marriage, just like Mama’d made before me. No one ever asked me if I wanted something more, something else, and when I questioned I was shushed. ‘Let your father worry about that, or your brother. Practice your piano, Faith. Read a good book so that you can discuss it intelligently. But not too intelligently. Wouldn’t want some man to think you might be smarter than he is. When you marry, it’ll be your job to make a pleasant home.’”
She stared at the tip of her cigarette. “A pleasant home. That was to be the sum total of my ambitions, according to the rules of the Lavelles. So, of course, being me, I was bound and determined to do just the opposite. I wasn’t going to discover myself some dried-up repressed woman at thirty, no indeed. I made sure that wouldn’t happen to me. Ran off with the first slick-talking, wild-eyed boy who asked me, one who was everything I wasn’t supposed to want. Married and divorced before I was twenty.”
“That showed them, didn’t it?” Cade murmured.
“Yes, it did. As did my next foray into marriage and divorce. Marriage was all I’d been trained for, after all. Not Mama’s kind of marriage. I twisted that around and strangled myself doing it. Now here I am, twenty-six years old and two strikes against me. And no place to go but here.”
“Here you are,” Cade commented. “Twenty-six years old, beautiful, smart, and experienced enough to know better than to repeat your mistakes. You never asked for any part in the farm, or the plant. If you want to learn, if you want work—”
The look she sent him stopped the words. It was so quietly indulgent. “You really are too good for the rest of us. Christ knows how you manage it. It’s too late for that, Cade. I’m a product of my upbringing and my own rebellion against it. I’m lazy and I like it. One of these days I’ll find me a rich and doddering old man and charm him into marrying me. I’ll take good care of him, of course, and spend his money like water. I might even be faithful, too. I was with the others, for all the good it did me. Then, with luck and time, I’ll be a rich widow, and that, I think, will suit me best.”
The way it suits Mama, she thought bitterly. Bitterly.
“You’re more than you think you are, Faith. A hell of a lot more.”
“No, honey, it’s likely I’m a great deal less. Maybe it would’ve all turned out different, just a few shades different, anyway, if Hope had lived. You see, she never even had the chance to live.”
“That’s no one’s fault but the bastard who killed her.”
“You think not?” Faith said quietly. “I wonder, would she have gone out that night, gone off to have her adventure with Tory, if she hadn’t felt as closed-in here as I did? Would she have climbed out that window if she’d known that she’d be free to do as she pleased, with whom she pleased, the next morning? I knew her, better than anyone else in this house. That’s the way of twins. She’d have made something of herself, Cade, because she’d have quietly chipped away at the bars. But she never got the chance. And when she died, the illusion of balance in this house went with her. They loved her best, you know.”
Faith pressed her lips together, heaved the cigarette over the rail. “Better than you or me. I can’t count the times afterward, one of them would look at me, me who shared her face, and I’d see in their eyes what they were thinking. Why hadn’t it been me out there in the swamp instead of Hope.”
“Don’t.” He got to his feet. “That’s not true. No one ever thought that.”
“I did. And it’s what I felt from them. And I was a constant reminder that she’d died. I was not to be forgiven for that.”
“No.” He touched her face, saw the woman, and the child who’d been. “That she’d lived.”
“But I couldn’t be her, Cade.” The tears that sheened her eyes shone in the dim light, made them, he thought, so brutally alive. “She was something they shared the way they couldn’t share anything or anyone else. But they couldn’t share the loss of her.”
“No, they couldn’t.”
“So Papa built his shrine to her, and found his solace in the bed of another woman. And Mama got colder and harder. You and me, we just went the way we’d already been directed. So here we are in the middle of the night, with no one to call our own. And we still have nobody who loves us best.”
It hurt to hear it, and know it was true. “We don’t have to stay that way.”
“Cade, we are that way.” She leaned against him, rested her head when his arms came around her. “Neither one of us has ever loved anyone, not enough to put that balance back. Maybe we loved Hope enough, maybe even back then we knew she was the one who held it all steady.”
“We can’t change what happened, any of it. Only what we do about it now.”
“That’s it, isn’t it? I just don’t want to do anything, about anything. I hate Tory Bodeen for coming back here, for making me remember Hope, miss her, grieve for her again.”
“She’s not to blame, Faith.”
“Maybe not.” She closed her eyes. “But I’ve got to blame someone.”
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The matter had to be dealt with, and as quickly and efficiently as possible. Money, Margaret knew, spoke to a certain class of people. It bought their silence, their loyalty, and what passed for their honor.
She dressed carefully for the meeting, but then she always dressed carefully. She wore a crisp suit in dignified navy, and her grandmother’s single-strand pearls at her throat. She’d sat, as she did every morning, at her vanity, not so much disguising the signs of age, as she considered age an advantage, but using them to show her character and her station.
Character and station were both sword and shield.
She left the house at precisely eight-fifty, telling Lilah that she had an early appointment and would then be attending a luncheon in Charleston. She could be expected back at three-thirty.
She would, of course, be on time.
Margaret calculated the business she had to attend to before making the drive south would take no more than thirty minutes, but she had allowed forty-five, which would still give her time to tend to her short list of errands before the lunch.
She could have hired a driver, even kept one on staff. She could have assigned the errands to a servant. These were indulgences, and therefore weaknesses she would not permit.
The mistress of Beaux Reves was required, in her opinion, to be visible in town, to patronize certain shops and maintain the proper relationship with the right merchants and civil servants.
This civic responsibility was never to be shrugged aside for convenience.
Margaret did more than write generous checks to her selected charities. She held positions on committees. The local art council and the historical society might have been personal interests, but that bent did not negate the time, energy, and funds she funneled into them.
In more than thirty-two years as mistress of Beaux Reves, she had never once failed in her duties. She did not intend to fail today.
She didn’t wince when she drove past the stand of moss-draped trees that cloaked the entrance to the swamp, nor did she slow down or speed up. She didn’t notice that the planks on the little bridge had been replaced, and the sumac hacked down.
She drove steadily past the site of her daughter’s death. If there was a pang, it would not have shown on her face.
It had not shown the day that child had been buried, even when her own heart lay ripped open and bleeding out.
Her face remained set and composed as she turned in to the narrow lane that led to the Marsh House. She parked behind Tory’s station wagon, retrieved her purse. She didn’t take one last look at herself in the rearview mirror. That would have been vain, and it would have been weak.
She stepped out of the car, closed the door, locked it.
She hadn’t been to the Marsh House in sixteen years. She knew there had been work done on it, work Cade had arranged and paid for over her silent disapproval. As far as she was concerned, fresh paint and flowering bushes didn’t change what it was.
A shanty. A slum. Better bulldozed into the ground than lived in. There had been a time, in the swarm of her grief, when she’d wanted to burn it, to set fire to the swamp, to see it all scorched to hell.
But that, of course, was foolish. And she was not a foolish woman.
It was Lavelle property, and despite everything, must be maintained and passed on to the next generation.
She climbed the steps, ignoring the charm of the long clay troth full of spilling flowers and vines, and knocked briskly on the wooden frame of the screen door.
Inside, Tory paused in the act of reaching for a cup. She was running behind, and didn’t much give a damn. Tired to the bone, she’d slept late, had yet to dress. She was trying to gear herself up for a lecture on responsibility, to scold herself for self-indulgence. She hoped the coffee would help snap her system to life so she could work up the enthusiasm it would take to go into the shop and finish preparing for her opening.
The interruption wasn’t just unwelcome, it was almost intolerable. There was no one she wanted to see, no words she wanted to exchange. She wanted, more than anything, to go back to bed and fight her way into the dreamless sleep that had eluded her through the night.
But she answered the knock because to ignore it would have been weak. That, at least, Margaret would have understood.
Faced with Hope’s mother, Tory felt immediately guilty, frazzled, and embarrassed. “Mrs. Lavelle.”
“Victoria.” Margaret skimmed her ice-edged gaze up from Tory’s bare feet, over the rumpled robe, to the top of her tousled hair. This sloth, she told herself with cold satisfaction, was no more or less than what she’d expected from a Bodeen. “I beg your pardon. I assumed you would be up by nine, and preparing for the day.”
“Yes. Yes, I should be.” Miserably self-conscious, Tory tugged at the belt of her robe. “I was … I’m afraid I overslept.”
“I need a few moments of your time. If I might come in.”
“Yes. Of course.” With all her carefully learned layers of composure shredded, Tory fumbled with the screen door. “I’m sorry, the house isn’t much more presentable than I am.”
She’d found a chair she’d liked, a big, overstuffed wingback in soft, faded blue. That and the little pie-crust table she planned to refinish eventually were the sum total of her living room furniture.
There was no rug, no curtains, no lamp. Neither was there dirt or dust, but Tory stepped back feeling as though she were inviting a queen into a hovel.
Her voice echoed uncomfortably in the near-empty room as Margaret stood taking a silent and damning assessment.
“I’ve been concentrating on setting up my shop and haven’t …” Tory caught herself clutching her hands together, deliberately unlaced her fingers. Damn it, she wasn’t eight years old any longer, a child to be mortified and awed by the regal disapproval of a friend’s mother.
“I’ve just made coffee,” she said, rigidly polite. “Would you like some?”
“Is there a seat?”
“Yes. It seems I live primarily in the kitchen and the bedroom, and will until I have my business up and running smoothly.” Babbling, Tory told herself, as she led the way. Stop babbling. You’ve nothing to apologize for.
Everything to apologize for.
“Please, sit down.”
At least she’d bought a good solid kitchen table and chairs, she thought. And the kitchen was clean, nearly cheerful with the little herbs she’d potted on the windowsill and the darkly glazed bowl from her own stock on the table.
It helped to pour the coffee, to set the sugar bowl out, but when she opened the refrigerator, fresh mortification reared up and bit pink into her cheeks.
“I’m afraid I don’t have any cream. Or milk.”
“This will do.” Margaret nudged her cup aside a bare inch. A subtle and deliberate slap. “If you would sit down, please?” Margaret let the silence hang a moment. She knew the value of silences, and of timing.
When Tory was seated, Margaret folded her hands on the edge of the table, and with her eyes mild and level, began.
“It has come to my attention that you have become involved with my son.” Another beat of silence while she watched surprise flicker over Tory’s face. “Small-town gossip is as unattractive as it is unavoidable.”
“Mrs. Lavelle—”
“Please.” Margaret cut her off with the lift of one finger. “You’ve been away for a number of years. Though you do have family connections in Progress, you are, virtually, a newcomer. A stranger. Virtually,” Margaret repeated. “But not entirely. For whatever reason, you’ve decided to return, to establish a business here.”
“Are you here to ask me my reasons, Mrs. Lavelle?”
“They hold no interest for me. I will be frank and tell you I did not approve of my son renting you space for your business, or renting you this house. However, Cade is the head of the family, and as such, business decisions are his alone. When those decisions, and their results, affect our family position, it becomes a different matter.”
The longer Margaret spoke in that soft, implacable tone, the easier it was for Tory to settle. Her stomach continued to jump, but when she spoke her voice was equally soft, and equally implacable. “And how, Mrs. Lavelle, do my business and my choice of residence affect your family position?”
“That alone would have been difficult enough to tolerate. The circumstances are inconvenient, as I’m sure you’re aware. But this personal element is not in any way acceptable.”
“So while you will tolerate, for now, my business association with your family, you’re asking me not to see Cade in a personal manner? Is that correct?”
“Yes.” Who was this cool-eyed woman who remained so still, so composed? Margaret wondered. Where was the spindly child who’d slunk away or stared out from shadows?
“That is problematic, seeing as he’s the landlord of both my home and business and seems to take those responsibilities seriously.”
“I’m prepared to compensate you for the time and effort it takes to relocate. Perhaps back to Charleston, or to Florence, where you again have family.”
“Compensate me? I see.” With deadly calm, Tory picked up her coffee. “Would it be crass for me to ask just what form of compensation you had in mind?” She smiled a little, and saw Margaret’s jaw tighten like a bow pulled. “After all, I’m a businesswoman.”
“The entire matter is crass, and deplorable to me. I see no choice but to sink to your level in order to preserve my family and its reputation.” She opened the purse on her lap. “I’m willing to write you a check for fifty thousand dollars upon your agreement to sever ties with Cade, and with Progress. I will give you half that amount today, and the rest will be sent to you upon your relocation. I will give you two weeks to remove yourself.”
Tory said nothing. She also knew the weapon of silence.
“That amount,” Margaret continued with her voice sharpening, “will allow you to live quite comfortably during your transition.”
“Oh, undoubtedly.” Tory sipped her coffee again, then set the cup neatly back in its saucer. “I do have a question. I wonder, Mrs. Lavelle, what makes you think that I would be, in any way, receptive to the insult of a bribe?”
“Don’t pretend a sensibility you don’t possess. I know you,” Margaret said, leaning forward. “I know where and who you come from. You may think you can hide behind a quiet manner, behind the mask of some borrowed respectability. But I know you.”
“You think you do. But I can promise you I’m not feeling quiet or respectable right at this moment.”
It was Margaret’s composure that unraveled, that had to be gathered back, tightly rewound like a ball of yarn. “Your parents were trash and let you run wild as a cat, sidling down the road to push yourself on my child. Luring her away from her family, and finally to her death. You cost me one child, and you won’t cost me another. You’ll take my money, Victoria. Just as your father did.”
She was shaken now, down to the heart, but she held on. “What do you mean, as my father did?”
“It only took five thousand for them. Five thousand for them to take you out of my sight. My husband wouldn’t turn them out, though I begged him to do so.”
Her lips trembled open, then firmed. It had been the first and last time she had begged him for anything. Had begged anyone for anything. “Finally, it was up to me to see to it. Just as it is now. You’ll go, you’ll take the life you should have lost that night instead of her and live it somewhere else. And you’ll stay away from my son.”
“You paid him to leave. Five thousand,” Tory mused. “That would’ve been a lot of money for us. I wonder why we never saw it. I wonder what he did with it. Well, it doesn’t matter. I’m sorry to disappoint you, Mrs. Lavelle, but I’m not my father. Nothing he ever did to me could make me like him, and your money won’t change that. I’m staying, because I need to stay. It’d be easier not to. You won’t understand that, but it’d be easier. As for Cade …”
She remembered how distant he’d been, how removed after her episode the night before. “There’s not as much between us as you seem to think. He’s been kind to me, that’s all, because he is a kind man. I don’t intend to repay that kindness by breaking a friendship, or by telling him of this conversation.”
“If you go against my wishes in this, I’ll ruin you. You’ll lose everything, as you did before. When you killed that child in New York.”
Tory went white, and for the first time, her hands shook. “I didn’t kill Jonah Mansfield.” She gulped in air, let it out in a broken sigh. “I just didn’t save him.”
Here was the chink. Margaret dug her fingers into it. “The family held you responsible, and the police. And the press. A second child dead because of you. If you stay here, there will be talk about that. Talk about the part you played. Ugly talk.”
How foolish, Tory thought, to have believed no one would connect her with the woman she’d been in New York. With the life she’d built and destroyed there.
Nothing could be done to change it. Nothing could be done but face it. “Mrs. Lavelle, I’ve lived with ugly talk all my life. But I’ve learned I don’t have to tolerate it in my own home.” Tory got to her feet. “You’ll have to leave now.”
“I will not make this offer again.”
“No, I don’t suppose you will. I’ll see you out.”
Tight-lipped, Margaret rose, picked up her bag. “I know the way.”
Tory waited until the length of the living room separated them. “Mrs. Lavelle,” she said quietly, “Cade is so much more than you believe him to be. So was Hope.”
Rigid with pain, and with fury, Margaret gripped the doorknob. “You would dare speak to me of my children?”
“Yes,” Tory murmured as the door snapped shut and left her alone in the house. “I would.”
She locked the door. The click was like a symbol. Nothing she didn’t allow in would get in. And nothing, she told herself, that was already inside would hurt her now. She walked to the bathroom and stripped, couldn’t get her nightclothes off fast enough. She ran the shower hot, almost too hot to bear, and stepped into the vicious heat and steam.
There, she let herself weep. Not an indulgence, she told herself. But because, as the water beat on her skin to make her feel clean again, the tears washed away the scum of bitterness inside her.
Memories of another dead child, and her helplessness.
She cried until she was empty, and the water ran cool. Then she turned her face up to the chilling spray and let it soothe.
When she was dry, she used the towel to wipe the steam from the mirror. Without compassion, without excuses, she studied her face. Fear, denial, evasion. They were all there, she admitted. Had been there. She’d come back, then she’d buried herself. Hidden herself in work and routine and details.
Not once had she opened herself to Hope. Not once had she gone beyond the trees and visited the place they’d made there. Not once had she gone to the grave of her only real friend.
Not once had she faced the true reason she was here.
Was that any different from running away? she wondered. Was it any different from taking the money that had been offered and running anywhere that wasn’t here?
Coward. Cade had called her a coward. And he had been right.
She put on her robe again, and went back into the kitchen to look up the number, dialed, waited.
“Good morning. Biddle, Lawrence, and Wheeler.”
“Victoria Bodeen calling. Is Ms. Lawrence available?”
“One moment please, Ms. Bodeen.”
It took no more than that for Abigail to come on the line. “Tory, how nice to hear from you. How are you? Are you settling in?”
“Yes, thanks. I’ll be opening the store on Saturday.”
“So soon? You must’ve been working night and day. Well, I’m just going to have to take a trip up your way sometime soon.”
“I hope you do. Abigail, I have a favor to ask.”
“Name it. I owe you a big one for my mama’s ring.”
“What? Oh. I’d forgotten.”
“I doubt I’d have come across it for years, if then. Hardly ever use those old files. What can I do for you, Tory?”
“I … I’m hoping you might have some contact with the police. Someone who could get you information on an old case. I don’t—I think you’ll understand that I don’t want to contact the police myself.”
“I know some people. I’ll do what I can.”
“It was a sexual homicide.” Unconsciously, Tory began to press and rub her right temple. “A young girl. Sixteen. Her name was Alice. The last name—” She pressed harder. “I’m not completely sure. Lowell or Powell, I think. She was hitchhiking on, ah, 513, heading east on her way to Myrtle Beach. She was taken off the road, into the trees, raped and strangled. Manual strangulation.”
She let out a huge breath, relieved the pressure in her chest.
“I haven’t heard anything about this on the news.”
“No, it’s not recent. I don’t know exactly when, not exactly. I’m sorry. Ten years ago, maybe less, maybe more. In the summer. Sometime in the summer. It was very hot. Even at night it was very hot. I’m not giving you very much.”
“No, that’s quite a bit. Let me see what I can find out.”
“Thank you. Thanks so much. I’ll be home for only a little while longer. I’ll give you the number here, and at the store. Anything you can tell me, anything at all, would help.”
She kept herself busy, and had nearly five uninterrupted hours and still Abigail didn’t call back.
People stopped by the window off and on during the day and admired the display she’d created out of old crate boxes, homespun cloth, and cannily selected samples of pottery, handblown glass, and ironwork. She filled her shelves and cabinets, hung wind chimes and watercolors.
She arranged point-of-purchase items on the checkout counter, then changed her mind and chose different ones. Willing the phone to ring, she organized boxes and shopping bags.
When someone rapped on the door, she was almost relieved. Until she saw Faith on the other side of the glass. Couldn’t the Lavelles leave her be for one damn day?
“I need a gift,” Faith said, the minute Tory wrenched open the door, and would have pushed past if Tory hadn’t shifted and blocked.
“I’m not open.”
“Oh hell, you weren’t open yesterday, either, were you? I only need one thing, and ten minutes. I forgot my aunt Rosie’s birthday, and she just called to say she’s coming to visit. I can’t hurt her feelings now, can I?” Faith tried a pleading smile. “She’s half crazy anyway, and this might push her over the edge.”
“Buy her something on Saturday.”
“But she’s going to be here tomorrow. And if she likes her present, she’ll come on down on Saturday herself. Aunt Rosie’s loaded. I’ll buy something very expensive.”
“See that you do.” Grudgingly, Tory gave way.
“All right, help me out here.” Faith swirled in, spun around.
“What does she like?”
“Oh, she likes everything. I could make her a paper hat and she’d be pleased as punch. Lord, you’ve got a lot more in here than I imagined.” Faith reached up, sent a metal wind chime whirling and tinkling. “Nothing practical. I mean I don’t want to get her a set of salad bowls or that kind of thing.”
“I have some nice trinket boxes.”
“Trinkets? That’s Aunt Rosie’s middle name.”
“Then she should have the big one.” In the interest of getting it over and done, Tory walked over and chose a large beveled glass box. The panels were mullioned in diamond shapes and hand-painted with tiny violets and pink roses.
“Does it play music or anything?”
“No, it doesn’t.”
“Just as well. She’d have it going all day and half the night and drive us all mad. She’ll probably fill it with old buttons or rusted screws, but she’ll love it.”
Faith flipped over the tag, whistled. “Well, I see I’m keeping my word.”
“The panels are hand-cut and painted. There are no two alike.” Satisfied, Tory carried it to the counter. “I’ll box it for you, and throw in the gift tag and ribbon.”
“Very generous.” Faith took out her checkbook. “Seems to me you’re ready for business. Why wait till Saturday?”
“There are a few stray details yet. And Saturday’s the day after tomorrow.”
“Time does fly.” She glanced at the amount Tory had totaled and dashed off the check while the present was boxed.
“Pick out a gift tag from the display there, and write what you want. I’ll loop it on the cord.”
“Hmm.” Faith chose one with a little rose in the center, scrawled off a birthday greeting and added xxx’s and ooo’s after her name. “Perfect. I’ll be top of her list for months now.”
She watched Tory secure the box with shiny white ribbon, slide on the card, then twist and loop the business into an elegant bow.
“I hope she enjoys it.” She passed the box over just as the phone rang. “If you’ll excuse me.”
“Sure.” Something in Tory’s eyes had Faith stalling. “Just let me enter that figure in my checkbook. I’m always forgetting.” The phone rang a second time. “You just go ahead and get that. I’ll toddle on out in just a second.”
Trapped, Tory picked up the phone. “Good afternoon, Southern Comfort.”
“Tory. I’m sorry it took me so long to get back to you.”
“No, that’s all right. I appreciate it. Were you able to get the information?”
“Yes, I think I have what you’re looking for.”
“Would you hold on a moment? I’ll get the door for you, Faith.”
With a little shrug, Faith picked up the box. But as she walked out she wondered who was on the phone, and why the call had made Tory’s quick and clever hands tremble.
“I’m sorry, I had someone in the shop.”
“Not a problem. The victim’s name was Alice Barbara Powell, white female. Sixteen. Her body wasn’t discovered until five days after the murder. She wasn’t reported missing for three days, as her parents thought she was at the beach with friends. The remains … well, Tory, the animals had been at her by then. I’m told it wasn’t pretty.”
“Did they catch him?” She already knew the answer, but she had to hear it.
“No. The case is still open, but inactive. It’s been ten years.”
“What was the date? The exact date of the murder.”
“I have that here. Just a minute. It was August twenty-third, 1990.”
“God.” A chill ran through her, into heart and bone.
“Tory? What is it? What can I do?”
“I can’t explain, not right now. I have to ask you, Abigail, if you can use your contact again. If there’s a way you can find out if there’s any like crime, in the eight years before, and the ten years after. If you can find out if there were any other victims of that kind of murder on that date. Or right near that date in August.”
“All right, Tory, I’ll ask. But when I find out, one way or the other, I’m going to need you to tell me why.”
“I need the answer first. I’m sorry, Abigail, I need the answer. I have to go. I’m sorry.”
She hung up quickly, then simply sat down on the floor.
On August 23, 1990, Hope had been dead exactly eight years. She would have been sixteen years old that summer.
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The living brought flowers for the dead, elegant lilies or simple daisies. But flowers died quickly when laid on the earth. Tory had never understood the symbolism of leaving what would fade and wither on the grave of a loved one.
She supposed they brought comfort to those left behind.
She brought no flowers to Hope. Instead she brought one of the few keepsakes she’d allowed herself. Inside the small globe a winged horse flew, and when it was shaken, silver stars sparkled.
It had been a gift, the last birthday gift from a lost friend.
She carried it across the long, sloping field where generations of Lavelles, generations of the people of Progress, were laid to rest. There were markers, simple as a brick of stone, elaborate as the rearing horse and rider cast in bronze.
Hope had called the horseman Uncle Clyde, and indeed he was the likeness of one of her ancestors, a cavalry officer who’d died in the War of Northern Aggression.
Once, Hope had dared her to climb up behind Uncle Clyde and ride his great steed. Tory remembered hitching herself up, sliding over the sunbaked metal that reddened her skin, and wondering if God would strike her dead with a handy bolt of lightning for blasphemy.
He hadn’t, and for a moment, clinging to the cast bronze, the world spread out in greens and browns beneath her, the sun beating on her head like a dull hammer, she’d felt invincible. The towers of Beaux Reves had seemed closer, approachable. She’d shouted down to Hope that she and the horse would fly to them, land on the top turret.
She’d nearly broken her neck on the way down, and had been lucky to land on her butt instead of her head. But the bruised tailbone had been nothing compared to that moment so high on the rearing horse.
For her next birthday, her eighth, Hope had given her the globe. It was the only thing Tory had kept from that year of her life.
Now, as they had then, live oaks and fragrant magnolia guarded the stones and bones, and offered shade in dapples of light and shadows. They also provided a screen between that testament to mortality and the regal house that had outlasted its many owners and occupants.
It was a pleasant enough walk from the cemetery to the family home. She and Hope had walked it countless times, in blistering summer, in rainy winter. Hope had liked to look at the names carved in the stone, to say them out loud for luck, she’d said.
Now Tory walked to the grave, and the marble angel that serenaded it with a harp. And said the name out loud.
“Hope Angelica Lavelle. Hello, Hope.”
She knelt on the soft grass, sat back on her heels. The breeze was soft and warm, and carried the sweet perfume of the pink baby rosebushes that flanked the angel. “I’m sorry I didn’t come before. I kept putting it off, but I’ve thought of you so often over the years. I’ve never had another friend like you, someone I could tell everything to. I was so lucky to have you.”
As she closed her eyes, opened herself to the memories, someone watched from the shelter of trees. Someone with fists clenched to white bone. Someone who knew what it was to crave the unspeakable. To live, year after year, with the desire for it hidden in a heart that thundered now with both that craving, and with the knowledge it could feed.
Sixteen years, and she’d come back. He’d waited, and he’d watched, always knowing there was a chance some day she could circle around, despite everything, and come back here where it had all begun.
What a pretty picture they’d made. Hope and Tory, Tory and Hope. The dark and the bright, the pampered and the damaged. Nothing he’d done before, nothing he’d done after that night in August, had brought him the same thrill. He’d tried to recapture it; when the pressure built so high and hot inside him, he’d reconstruct that night and its sheer, speechless glory.
Nothing had matched it.
Now it was Tory who was a threat. He could deal with her, quickly, easily. But then he would lose this fresh excitement of living on the edge. Maybe, maybe this was just what he’d been waiting for, all this time. For her to come back, for him to have her in place again.
He would have to wait until August, if he could. A hot night in August when everything would be as it had been eighteen years before.
He could have dealt with her any time over the years. Finished her. But he was a man who believed in symbols, in grand pictures. It had to be here. Where it began, he thought, and watching her, imagining her, stroked himself to climax, as he had other times when in secret he’d watched Tory. Hope and Tory. Tory and Hope.
Where it all began, he thought again. Where it would end.
A shudder ran through her, a chilly finger from nape to the base of her spine. Even as Tory glanced uneasily over her shoulder, she dismissed it as a product of the atmosphere and her own thoughts.
After all, she was trespassing here, an intruder among the dead and beloved. The light was going, fat gray clouds rolling in from the east to smother the sun. There would be a farmer’s rain that night.
She wouldn’t linger much longer.
“I’m so sorry I didn’t come that night. I should have, even after the beating. He’d never have considered that I would defy him and leave the house. No one would have checked on me. I could never explain to you back then what it was like when he took his belt to me. The way every lash stripped away my courage, stripped away my self, until there was nothing left but fear and humiliation. If I’d found the courage and gone out the window that night, I might have saved us both. I’ll never know.”
Birds were singing, trills and chorus. It was a bright, insistent sound that should have been out of place, and was instead perfect. Birds, the hum of bees going lazy in the roses, and the strong, living scent of the roses themselves.
Overhead the sky was brooding, turgid with the storm clouds pushed by the wind that stayed high, too high to cool the air where she knelt.
When she breathed it was like breathing in water. It felt like drowning.
She lifted the globe again, and sent the silver stars shimmering.
“But I’m back. For whatever it’s worth, I’m back. And I’ll do whatever I can to make it up. I never told you what you meant to me, how just by being my friend you opened up something inside me, and how when I lost you, I let it close again. For too long. I’m going to try to unlock it, to be what I was when you were here.”
She glanced back again toward the screen of trees and the towers of Beaux Reves that rose behind them. Could they see her from there, in the stone tower? Was someone standing, closed behind the glass, and watching?
It felt that way, as if eyes and mind and heart shut behind glass watched. Waited.
Let them watch, she thought. Let them wait. She looked back at the angel, looked down at the stone. “They never found him. The man who did this to you. If I can, I will.”
She turned the globe, then lay it under the angel so the horse could fly and the stars sparkle. And leaving it there, she walked away.
The rain was coming down strong and cool when Cade swung away from town and took the road toward home. It was a good rain, a soaker that wouldn’t pound the young crops. If his luck was in, the rain would last most of the night, and leave the fields wet and satisfied.
He wanted to get samples of the soil from several of his fields and compare the success of his various cover crops. He’d put in fava beans the year before, as they added the nitrogen his cotton was so greedy for.
He’d test it the next day, after the rain, then compare and study the last four years of charts. The fava bean crop had done reasonably well, but it hadn’t produced a solid profit. If he was going to try them again, he had to be able to justify it.
To himself, Cade thought. No one else paid attention to his charts. Even Piney, who could usually be depended on to at least pretend an interest, had glazed over when presented with the graphics.
Didn’t matter, Cade decided. No one had to understand them but himself.
And if he was honest, he’d admit that he wasn’t all that interested in them at the moment, either. He was using them to keep his mind off Tory, and what had happened the night before.
So it was best to deal with her, with all of it. To clear the decks before he went home and washed off the day’s work.
Cade’s brows drew together as the red Mustang convertible he’d been following took the turn into Tory’s lane. He swung in behind it, and those brows arched up as J.R. climbed out.
“Well, what do you think?” Grinning ear to ear, J.R. patted the bright fender as Cade walked over.
“Yours?”
“Just picked her up this morning. Boots says I’m going through a midlife crisis. Woman watches too many talk shows, if you ask me. I say if it feels good and you can afford it, what’s wrong with that?”
“She’s a beauty, all right.” With the rain streaming down, both men walked to the hood so J.R. could pop it. They stood, hands on hips, admiring the engine.
“Loaded, too.” Cade nodded in admiration. “What’ll she do?”
“Between you, me, and the gatepost, I had her up to ninety-five and she stays smooth as glass. Handles the curves like a champ, too. I went on over to Broderick’s yesterday. Time to trade in my sedan. Planned to get another one, then I saw this baby on the lot.” J.R. grinned and ran his fingers over his thick silver mustache. “Love at first sight.”
“Four-speed?” Cade strolled around to peer into the cockpit.
“Bet your ass. Four on the floor. Haven’t had me one of them since, hell, since I was younger than you. Didn’t know until I popped the clutch how much I’ve missed it. Hated having to put the top up when the rain started.”
“You pop the clutch and drive around at ninety, you’re going to be stacking up tickets like cordwood.”
“It’ll be worth it.” J.R. gave the car another affectionate pat, then glanced toward the house. “You stopping by to see Tory?”
“Thought I might.”
“Good. I got some news to give her she might not take well. Just as soon she have a friend around when I do.”
“What’s wrong, what’s happened?”
“It’s nothing dire, Cade, but it’ll trouble her. Let’s just get it said all at once.” He stepped up on the porch, knocked. “Feels funny knocking on family’s door, but I got into the habit with my sister. She wasn’t one for leaving the door open for company. There’s my girl!” He said it heartily when Tory opened the door.
“Uncle Jimmy. Cade.” Though her stomach did a quick pitch and jolt at seeing both of them on her porch, she stepped back. “Come in out of the wet.”
“Ran into Cade here, seeing as both of us had in mind to stop by. I was just showing off my new car.”
Obligingly, Tory looked out. “That’s quite a …” She started to say toy, and realized that was likely to hurt his feelings. “A machine.”
“Purrs like a big old cat. I’ll take you for a spin first fine day.”
“I’d like that.” But just now she had two big wet men in her living room, one chair, and a nagging headache. “Why don’t y’all come out to the kitchen. There’s a place to sit, and I just made some hot tea to chase the damp away.”
“Sounds good, but I don’t want to track through the house.”
“Don’t worry about it.” She led the way, hoping the aspirin she’d taken would kick in without the ten-minute nap she’d planned to go with it. The house smelled of the rain, of the ripe, wet scent of the marsh. Any other time, she would have enjoyed it, but now it made her feel closed in.
“I’ve got some cookies. They’re store-bought, but better than I could make.”
“Don’t you go to any trouble now, honey. I’ve got to get back home here directly.” But since she was already putting cookies on a plate, he reached for one. “Boots won’t buy sweets these days. She’s on a diet, and that means I am, too.”
“Aunt Boots looks wonderful.” Tory got out cups. “So do you.”
“Now, that’s what I tell her, but she fusses over the scale every blessed morning. You’d think gaining a pound here and there was the end of the world. Till she’s satisfied, I’ll be on rabbit food.” He took another cookie. “Surprised my nose doesn’t start to twitch.”
He waited while she poured the tea, sat. “Heard your store’s coming right along. Haven’t had a minute to get down and see for myself.”
“I hope you’ll make it in on Saturday.”
“Wouldn’t miss that on a bet.” He sipped his tea, shifted in his chair, sighed. “Tory, I hate coming over here with something that might upset you, but seems to me you ought to know what’s what.”
“It’ll be easier if you tell me straight out.”
“I’m not sure I can, exactly. I had a call from your mother just a bit ago. Just as Boots and I were finishing up our supper. She’s in a state, or I guess you know she wouldn’t have called me. We don’t telephone regular.”
“Is she ill?”
“No, not as what you’d call sick.” He blew out a breath.
“It has to do with your father. Seems like he got in some trouble a little while back. Damn it.” J.R. pushed his cup around its saucer, then raised his eyes to Tory’s. “Appears he assaulted a woman.”
In her mind, Tory heard the snake-slither of the thick leather belt. The three harsh snaps. Her fingers jerked once, then settled steady. “Assaulted?”
“Your mother said it was all a mistake, and I had to pry what I got out of her with both hands. What she told me is some woman claimed your father, ah, roughed her up. Tried to, ah … molest her.”
“He tried to rape a woman?”
Miserable, J.R. shifted in his chair again. “Well, Sari, she wasn’t real clear on the details. But whatever happened, it got Han arrested. He’s been drinking again. Sarabeth didn’t want to tell me that part, but I pushed it out of her. He got probation, contingent on his going to alcohol rehab and such. I don’t figure he took it well, but he didn’t have much choice.”
He picked up the tea to wet his dry throat. “Then a couple weeks ago, he lit out.”
“Lit out?”
“Hasn’t been home. Sarabeth said she hadn’t seen him in more’n two weeks now, and he’s violated his probation. When they pick him up, he’ll … they’ll put him in jail.”
“Yes, I suppose.” She’d always been surprised, in a mild, distant way, that he’d never found himself on the wrong side of iron bars before.
God provided, she thought.
“Sarabeth, she’s frantic.” Without thinking, J.R. dunked his cookie in his tea, a habit his wife despaired over. “She’s running low on money and she’s worrying herself sick. I’m going to drive up and see her tomorrow, see if I can get a clearer picture of things.”
“You think I should come with you.”
“Now, honey, that’s up to you. No reason I can’t handle this on my own.”
“And no reason you should. I’ll go with you.”
“If that’s what you want, I’d be pleased to have the company. I thought to leave bright and early. You be ready ‘round seven?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Good. That’s good. Fine.” Awkward now, he got to his feet. “We’ll get this all straightened out, you’ll see. I’ll come ‘round and get you in the morning. No, you just sit still and drink your tea.” He patted her head before she could rise. “I’ll let myself out.”
“He’s embarrassed,” Tory murmured, as she heard the front door open. “For himself, for me, for my mother. He told me while you were here because he’d have heard the gossip Lissy Frazier’s passing around and thought I’d be better with you than alone.”
Cade kept his eyes on her face. She hadn’t shown any reaction. He marveled at her control even while it frustrated him. “Is he right?”
“I don’t know. I’m more used to being alone. Are you wondering why I’m not particularly concerned about my father, or my mother?”
“No. I’m wondering what happened between you so that you’re not particularly concerned. Or why you’re determined not to be or show that you’re upset by what J.R. just told you.”
“What’s the point in being upset? What’s done’s already been done. My mother chooses to believe my father didn’t do what he was arrested for doing. But of course he did. If he’d been drinking he wouldn’t have been as careful to keep the violence inside his own doors.”
“Did he abuse your mother?”
A corner of Tory’s mouth twitched into a parody of a smile. “Not while I was around. He didn’t need to.”
Cade nodded. He’d known. A part of him had known since the morning she’d come to his door to tell them all about Hope. “Because you were the easier target.”
“He hasn’t been able to aim at me for quite some time. I’ve made sure of that.”
“Why are you blaming yourself?”
“I’m not.” Because his eyes were steady, she closed hers. “Habit. I know he used her for his punching bag after I was gone. I never tried to do anything to change that. Not that either of them would have let me, but I never tried. I’ve only seen him twice since I was eighteen. Once, when I was living in New York, when I was happy, I had this notion that we could mend the things that were broken, or at least some of them. They were living in a trailer then, near the Georgia border. They moved around a lot after we left Progress.”
She sat like that, with her eyes closed, in the quiet, while the rain pattered on the roof. “Daddy couldn’t keep a job for long. Someone was always in for him, so he said. Or there was a better job another place. I lost track of how many other places there were—different schools, different rooms, different faces. I never made any real friends, so it didn’t matter so much. I was just biding time until I could get away. Save up money on the sly and wait until the law said I could leave home. If I’d left before, he’d’ve made me come back, and he’d’ve made me pay.”
“Couldn’t you have gone for help? Your grandmother.”
“He’d have hurt her.” Tory opened her eyes, looked straight into Cade’s. “He was afraid of her, the same as he was afraid of me, and he’d have done something to her. And my mother would’ve sided with him. She always did. That’s why I didn’t go to her when I left. If he’d found out, that wouldn’t have set right with him. I can’t explain it to you, I could never explain it to anyone, the way a fear can live inside you. The way it dictates how you think and how you act, what you say, what you don’t dare say.”
“You just did.”
She opened her mouth, then closed it again before something leaped out she hadn’t thought through. “Do you want more tea?”
“Sit. I’ll get it.” He rose before she could, and put the kettle back on to boil. “Tell me. Tell me the rest.”
“I didn’t tell them I was leaving home, though I’d planned every step of what I would do, where I would go. I packed and ran off in the middle of the night, walked into town, to the bus station, and bought a ticket to New York City. When the sun came up I was miles away, and I never intended to come back again. But …”
She lifted her laced fingers, then closed them again, like a prayer. “I went to see them that time,” she said carefully. “I’d just turned twenty. Been gone two years. I had a job, working at a store downtown. A store with lovely things. I made a good salary, and I had my own place. It wasn’t much bigger than a closet, but it was mine. I had my vacation coming and I took the bus all the way to the Georgia border to see them, well, maybe part of it was to show them that I’d made something of myself. Two years I’d been away, and inside of two minutes, it was like I’d never left.”
He nodded. He’d gone away to college, become a man, he supposed, during those four years. And when he’d come back the rhythm was the same.
But for him it had been the right rhythm, one keenly missed.
“Nothing I did,” she went on, “had done, could do, was right. Look how I’d tarted myself up. He knew the kind of life I was living up north. He figured I’d just come home because I was pregnant from one of the men I’d let get at me. I was still a virgin, but to him, I was a whore. I’d gotten some spine in those two years, just enough steel that I stood up to him. The first time in my life I dared to stand up to him. It took the rest of my vacation week for the bruises on my face to heal enough that I could cover them with makeup and go back to work.”
“Christ, Tory.”
“He only hit me once. But God, he had big hands. Big, hard hands, and they bunched so easily into fists.” Absently, she lifted her hand to her face, traced the slightly crooked line of her nose. “Knocked me right off my feet and into the counter of that grubby little kitchen. I didn’t realize my nose was broken. The pain was so familiar, you see.”
Under the table Cade’s own hands curled into fists that felt useless and late.
“When he came at me again, I grabbed the knife out of the sink. A big, black-handled kitchen knife. I didn’t even think about it,” she said in that calm, thoughtful voice. “It was just in my hand. He must’ve seen in my face that I’d have used it. That I’d have loved to use it. He stormed out of the trailer, with my mother running after him, begging him not to go. He flung her off like a gnat, right into the dirt, and still she called after him. God, she crawled after him on her goddamn hands and knees. I’ll never forget that. Never.”
Cade walked back to the stove, to the spitting kettle, to give her time to settle. In silence, he measured tea, poured the hot water. He sat again, and waited.
“You have a gift for listening.”
“Finish it out. Get rid of it.”
“All right.” Calm now, Tory opened her eyes. If there had been pity in his, the words might not have come. But what she saw was patience.
“I felt sorry for her. I was disgusted with her. And I hated her. In that moment, I think I hated her more than him. I put down the knife and picked up my bag. I hadn’t even unpacked, hadn’t been there an hour. When I walked out, she was still sitting in the dirt and crying. But she looked at me, so much anger in her eyes. ‘Why’d you have to go and make him mad? You always caused nothing but trouble.’ She sat in the dirt, with her lip bleeding, either from where he hit her or from biting it when she fell. I just kept walking, never said a word to her. I haven’t spoken to her since. My own mother, and I haven’t had a word with her since I was twenty.”
“It’s not your fault.”
“No, it’s not my fault. I’ve had years of therapy so I can say that with assurance. It was none of it my fault. But I was still the cause. He, I think, he fed on punishing me, for being born. For being born the way I was. Up till the time I showed that I was different, he left me pretty much alone. I was my mother’s problem, and he rarely took time for more than an absent swat. After that, I don’t think a week ever went by without him abusing me.
“Not sexually,” she said when she saw Cade’s face. “He never laid hands on me that way. He wanted to. God, he wanted to, and that frightened him more, so he beat me more. And got twisted pleasure from it. Sex and violence are wrapped up tight inside him. Whatever they said he did to that woman, he did. Not rape, at least not that could be proved, or they’d never have given him probation so easily. But rape’s only one way a man can hurt and humiliate a woman.”
“I know it.” He got up to fetch the pot and pour her tea. “You said you’d seen them twice.”
“Not them, him. Three years ago he came to Charleston. He came to my house. He followed me home from work. He’d found out where I worked, and he followed me home. He caught me as I was walking from the car. I was scared to death. Didn’t have much of that steel I’d forged in New York left in me. He said my mother was sick and they needed money. I didn’t believe him. He’d been drinking. I could smell it on him.”
She could smell it now, if she let herself. The stale, hot stench like a bad taste in the air. She lifted her cup, breathed in the steam instead. “He had his hand around my arm. I could see what he wanted to do. To twist my arm, to snap the bone, and he was aroused by the images in his own head. I wrote him a check for five hundred dollars, wrote it on the spot. I didn’t let him into the house. I would not let him into my home. I told him if he hurt me, or tried to get in the house, that if he came to where I worked, any of those things, I’d stop payment on the check and there’d never be any more money. But if he took it and left, and he never came back, I’d send a hundred dollars every month.”
She let out a short laugh. “He was so surprised at the idea, he let me go. He’d always liked money. Just the having of it. He liked to lecture about rich men and eyes of needles, but he liked having money. I got into the house and locked the door. All that night I sat up with the phone and the fireplace poker in my lap. But he didn’t try to get in. Not then, not ever. A hundred dollars a month bought me a kind of peace of mind. Not a bad price for it.”
She drank now, a long drink of tea that was too hot and too strong, and nonetheless bolstered her. Unable to sit, she rose to stare out at the steady rain. “So, there you have it. Just some of the ugly secrets of the Bodeen family.”
“The Lavelles have some ugly secrets of their own.” He got up to walk to her, ran his hand down the length of the tidy braid that hung down her back. “You still had your steel, Tory. You had what you needed. He couldn’t break it. He couldn’t even bend it.”
He brushed his lips on the top of her head, pleased when she didn’t step aside as she usually did. “Have you eaten?”
“What?”
“Probably not. Sit down. I’ll scramble some eggs.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I’m hungry, and if you’re not, you should be. We’ll have some eggs.”
She turned, jerked once when he slid his arms around her. Tears swam into her eyes, quick and stinging, to be blinked ruthlessly away. “Cade, this can’t go anywhere. You and me.”
“Tory.” He cupped the back of her neck until her head settled on his shoulder. “It’s already gone somewhere. Why don’t we stay there awhile, see how we like it.”
It felt so good, so steady to be held this way, this easy and familiar way. “I don’t have any eggs.” She drew back, met his eyes. “I’ll make soup.”
Sometimes food was only a prop. She was using it now, Cade thought. Maybe they both were as she stirred canned soup on the stove and he put together the makings for grilled cheese sandwiches. A nice, homey meal for a rainy evening. The kind a couple might share with light conversation, and for the hell of it, a good bottle of wine.
He could have used an evening like that, he thought. Instead here he was slathering butter on bread the way Lilah had taught him and trying to figure out the way through Tory’s thin and prickly shield.
“You could do better than soup and a sandwich down at Beaux Reves.”
“I could.” He set the skillet on the stove and stood beside her. Close, but not close enough to touch. “But I like the company here.”
“Then something’s wrong with you.”
She said it so dryly, it took him a minute. With a laugh he laid the two sandwiches on the heated skillet. “You’re likely right about that. After all, I’m a hell of a catch, you know. Healthy, not overly hard on the eyes, got me a big house, good land, and money enough to keep the wolf from the door. And in addition to that, and my subtle charm, I make a terrific cheese sandwich.”
“All that being the case, why hasn’t some smart woman snatched you up?”
“Thousands have tried.”
“Slippery, are you?”
“Agile.” He flipped the sandwiches. “I like to think of it as agile. I was engaged once.”
“Were you?” She said it casually as she reached for bowls, but her focus had sharpened.
“Um-hmm.” He knew human nature well enough to be certain leaving it at that would swell her curiosity until she either burst or surrendered.
She held until they’d set plates and bowls on the table, sat. “You think you’re clever, don’t you?”
“Darling, a man in my position has to be. Cozy in here with the rain and all, isn’t it?”
“All right, damn it. What happened?”
“About what?” The way her eyes narrowed delighted him. “Oh, about Deborah? The woman I was on the point of vowing to love, honor, and cherish until death and so on? Judge Purcell’s daughter. You might remember the judge, except I don’t think he was a judge yet when you left.”
“No, I don’t remember him. I doubt the Bodeens moved in his social sphere.”
“In any case, he has a lovely daughter and she loved me for a while, then decided she didn’t want to be a farmer’s wife after all. At least not one who actually worked at it.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It wasn’t a tragedy. I didn’t love her. Liked her considerably,” Cade mused as he sampled the soup. “She was lovely to look at, interesting to talk to, and … we’ll say we were compatible in certain vital areas. But one. We just didn’t want the same thing. We discovered that, much to our mutual embarrassment, a few months after we were engaged. We broke things off amicably enough, which goes to show there was considerable relief on both sides, and she went off to live in London for a few months.”
“How could you—” She broke off, filled her mouth with sandwich.
“Go on. You can ask.”
“I just wondered how you could ask someone to marry you that you could let go again without a qualm.”
He considered it, kicking back to chew the sandwich as if he were also chewing his thoughts. “I suppose there were some minor qualms. But the fact is, in hindsight, I was twenty-five, and there was a bit of family pressure. My mother and the judge are good friends, and he was a friend of my father’s as well. Time to settle down and make myself an heir or two, was the idea.”
“That’s awfully cold-blooded.”
“Not entirely. I was attracted to her, we knew a lot of the same people. Her daddy was mine’s lawyer for years. It was easy to slide into an arrangement, one that pleased both our families. Then as time got closer, I for one began to feel like you do when your tie’s just a mite too tight. So you can’t quite get a good gulp of air. So I asked myself, what would my life be like without her? And what would it be like with her, in five years.”
He took another bite of his sandwich, shrugged. “Turned out I liked the answer to the first part a whole lot better than I did the second. And as luck would have it, so did she. The only ones who were truly upset were our families.” He paused, watching her eat. “And we just can’t live our lives around what our parents want or don’t want for us, can we, Tory?”
“No. But we do live our lives carrying around the weight of it anyway. Mine could never accept me for who and what I was. For a long time I tried to be someone and something else.” She lifted her gaze. “I can’t.”
“I like who you are.”
“Last night you had trouble with it.”
“Some,” he admitted. “You worried me. You were frantic,” he added, laying a hand over hers before she could pull away. “Then fragile. Made me feel clumsy. I didn’t know what to do, and I’m used to knowing.”
“You didn’t believe me.”
“I don’t doubt what you saw, or felt. But I have to think part of it could be mixed up with coming here, with remembering what happened to Hope.”
She thought about the call from Abigail, about the dates of both murders. But she held back. She’d trusted before, shared before. And had lost everything.
“It is all mixed up with me coming here. And with Hope. If it wasn’t for Hope, you wouldn’t be sitting here now.”
On more even ground again, he sat back, continued to eat. “If I’d seen you for the first time four, five weeks ago, if we’d never met before and there’d been nothing between us till then, I’d damn well have figured out how to get myself sitting here now. Fact is, if we’d started weeks ago instead of years, I do believe I’d already have you in that very interesting bed.”
He smiled, slow and easy, when she set the spoon back down in her soup with a little plop. “I figure it’s time we got that out in the open, so you can think about it.”
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The drive was pleasant enough and reminded her of all she’d missed by not staying close to J.R. There was such a hugeness to him, in his voice, his laugh, his gestures. Twice she’d had to dodge his arm as he’d thrown it toward her to point out something along the highway.
He seemed to swallow you up with his simple joy of being.
He sat in the little car, his knees all but up to his chin, his big, wide hand clutching the gearshift the way she’d seen some young boys clutch a joystick during a video game.
For the fun and competition.
The way he dived into the day they might have been racing to some mad picnic rather than a painful family duty.
Living in the now, she thought, that was his gift, and a skill she’d struggled to master all her life.
He got such a kick out of his new car, zipping and roaring up the interstate with his CDs of Clint Black and Garth Brooks blasting, and a natty glen plaid cap snugged down on his lamb’s wool mat of ginger-colored hair.
He lost the cap just past the exit for Sumter when a frisky tail of wind caught it and flipped it toward the ramp and under the wheels of a Dodge minivan. J.R. never slowed down, and laughed like a lunatic.
With the top down and the music up, conversation was exchanged in shouts, but J.R. still managed to hold one, with his topics of interest bouncing like a big rubber ball from Tory’s store, politics, fat-free ice cream, and the stock market.
As they approached the exit to Florence, he allowed as he hoped they’d have just a bit of time to slip by and visit his mother. It was the first time since he’d picked her up that he mentioned family.
Tory shouted out that she’d love to stop and see her grandmother. Then she thought of Cecil and wondered if J.R. knew about the new arrangements. Thinking about that kept her mind occupied and entertained until they bypassed Florence and headed northeast.
She’d never been to her parents’ place outside of Hartsville. She had no idea what either of them did now for a living, or how they spent their time together or apart.
She’d never asked her grandmother, and Iris never brought it up.
“Nearly there.” J.R. shifted in his seat. Tory felt his mood shift as well. “Last I heard, Han, he was doing some factory work. They, ah, leased a patch of land and were raising chickens.”
“I see.”
J.R. cleared his throat as if about to speak again, then fell silent until he turned off the main road onto a shoulder-less twist of pitted asphalt. “I haven’t been up to see their place. Ah, Sarabeth gave me the directions when I said I’d come to see what was what.”
“It’s all right, Uncle Jimmy, don’t fret about me. We both know what to expect.”
The scatter of houses that could be seen were small and skeletal, yellowed bones stuck on overgrown yards or dust bowl lots. A rusted pickup with its windshield cracked like an eggshell tilted on cinder blocks. An ugly black dog leaped on its chain and barked viciously while less than a foot away a child wearing nothing but grayed cotton underwear and a tangle of dark hair sat on an old dented washing machine abandoned in a scrub-grass yard. She sucked her thumb and stared vacantly as the spiffy convertible drove by.
Yes, Tory thought. They knew what to expect.
The road turned, climbed a little, then veered off in a fork. J.R. switched off the music and slowed to a crawl to navigate the dirt and gravel path.
“Your county taxes at work,” he said, with an attempt at a joke, then only sighed and eased his car into the hardpack driveway that butted up to the house.
No, not a house, Tory corrected. A shack. You couldn’t call such a thing a house, and never a home. The roof sagged, and like an old man’s smile, showed gaps where shingles had blown away or fallen off. The ancient speckled gray siding was torn and ragged. One of the windows was plugged with cardboard. The yard, such as it was, was choked with weeds. Dandelion and thistle grew in nasty abundance. An old cast-iron sink lay on its side and showed a black fist-sized hole in the bowl.
Beside and back from the house was a metal building gray with grime and spotted with blood-colored rust. A wire fence spit out from its side and in this enclosure a dozen or so scrawny chickens pecked at the dirt and complained.
The stench of them stung the air.
“Jesus. Jesus Christ,” J.R. muttered. “Didn’t think it would be this bad. You never think it’ll be this bad. No call for this. No call for it to come to this.”
“She knows we’re here,” Tory said dully, and pushed the car door open. “She’s been waiting.”
J.R. slammed his own door, then as they walked toward the house lay his hand on Tory’s shoulder.
She wondered if he was giving her support, or asking for it.
The woman who appeared had gray hair. Stone gray that was scraped back pitilessly from a thin face. The skin seemed to be scraped back as well, so that the bones jutted out like knobs. The lines that bracketed her mouth might have been carved with a knife, and the deep gouge of them pulled the lips down into misery.
She wore a wrinkled cotton dress, too big for her, and a small silver cross between her lifeless breasts.
Her eyes, rimmed red as fire, glanced at Tory, then away, fast, as if a look could burn.
“You didn’t say you were bringing her.”
“Hello, Mama.”
“You didn’t say you were bringing her,” Sarabeth said again, then pushed open the screen. “Haven’t I got worries enough?”
J.R. gave Tory’s shoulder a squeeze. “We’re here to do what we can to help, Sari.” With his hand still on Tory’s shoulder, J.R. stepped inside.
The air stank of garbage gone over, of stale sweat. Of hopelessness.
“I don’t know what you can do, ‘less you can get that woman, that lying slut, down to Hartsville to tell the truth.” She pulled a tattered tissue out of her dress pocket and blew her nose. “I’m at my wit’s end, J.R. I think something awful’s happened to my Han. He’s never stayed away so long as this.”
“Why don’t we sit down?” He transferred his hand from Tory to his sister, then scanned the room.
His stomach clenched.
There was a sagging sofa draped in a dingy yellow slipcover, and a vile green recliner patched with duct tape. The tables were littered with paper plates, plastic cups, and what he supposed was the remains of last night’s dinner. A woodstove, streaked with soot, stood in the corner, hobbled on three legs with a block of wood for the fourth.
There was a picture of a mournful Jesus, exposing his Sacred Heart, inside a cheap wire frame.
As his sister’s face was still buried in her tissue, J.R. led her to the sofa and sent a pleading look at Tory.
“Why don’t I make some coffee?”
“Got some instant left.” Sarabeth lowered the tissue and stared at the wall rather than look at her daughter. “I haven’t felt much like going to the store, didn’t want to go far from home in case Han …”
Saying nothing, Tory turned away. The house was shot-gun style, so she walked straight back into the kitchen. Dishes were piled in the sink, and the splatters on the stove were old and crusted. Her shoes stuck to the torn linoleum floor.
During Tory’s childhood, Sarabeth had cleaned like a tornado, chasing dust and grime, whirling through them as though they were sins against the soul. As Tory filled the kettle she wondered when her mother had given up this nervous habit, when poverty and disinterest had outweighed the illusion that she was making a home, or that God would come into it as long as the floor was swept.
Then she stopped wondering, stopped thinking, blocked everything out but the mechanical chore of heating water and hacking a spoon at coffee grains gone to brown concrete in a little glass jar.
The milk was sour, and there was no sugar to be found. She carried two mugs of dismal-looking liquid back to the living room. Her stomach would have rejected even the appearance of drinking.
“That woman,” Sarabeth was saying. “She tried to lure my Han. She played on his weaknesses, tempted him. But he resisted. He told me all about it. I don’t know where she got herself beat up, probably some pervert she sold herself to, but she said it was Han to pay him back for refusing her. That’s what happened.”
“All right, Sari.” J.R. sat on the sofa beside her, patted her hand. “We won’t worry about that part of it right now, okay? Do you have any notion, any notion at all where Han might go?”
“No!” She shouted it, jerking away from him and nearly upending the coffee Tory put on the table. “You think I wouldn’t go to him if I knew? A woman cleaves to her husband. I told the cops the same thing. Told them just what I’m telling you. I don’t expect a bunch of corrupt, godforsaken cops to take my word, but I’d think my own flesh and blood would believe me.”
“I do. ‘Course I do.” He picked up a mug of coffee and gently pushed it into her hands. “I just thought maybe something occurred to you, that maybe you remembered a couple of places that he went when he went off before.”
“It’s not like he went off.” Sarabeth’s lips trembled as she sipped. “He just needs to get away and think sometimes is all. Men got a lot of pressure, providing. And sometimes, Han, he just needs to be off by himself, to think things through, to pray on them. But he’s been gone too long now. I’m thinking maybe he’s hurt.”
Tears spurted into her eyes again. “That woman lying about him, getting him in all that trouble, it was weighing heavy on his mind. Now the police are talking like he’s a fugitive. They just don’t understand.”
“Was he going to the alcohol rehab program?”
“I guess he was.” She sniffed. “Han didn’t need no program. He wasn’t a drunk. Just now and then he took a bit to relax. Jesus drank wine, didn’t he?”
Jesus, Tory thought, hadn’t made a habit of downing the best part of a bottle of Wild Turkey and stomping hell out of the womenfolk. But her mother wouldn’t see the difference.
“They’re always on his back at work, you know, pushing at him ‘cause they know he’s smarter than they are. And the chickens cost more to keep than we figured. That bastard down at the feed and grain raised his prices so he can keep his on-the-side chickie in perfume. Han told me how it was.”
“Honey, you have to face the fact that by leaving this way, Han broke his probation. He broke the law.”
“Well, the law’s wrong. What am I going to do, J.R.? I’m just frantic over it. And everybody’s wanting money, and there’s nothing coming in except what I get for eggs. I’ve been to the bank, but those thieving, sneaking liars took what we got in there and said how Han withdrew the funds. Withdrew the funds, they said, with their prissy lying mouths.”
“I’ll take care of the bills.” He had done so before. “You don’t worry about that. Here’s what I think we should do. I think you should get some things together and come on home with me. You can stay with me and Boots until everything’s straightened out.”
“I can’t leave. Han could come back any minute.”
“You can leave him a note.”
“That’d just make him mad.” Her eyes began to dart around, wary birds looking for a safe place to light, away from her husband’s righteous fury. “A man’s got a right to expect his wife to be home when he gets there. For her to be waiting under the roof he puts over her head.”
“Your roof has holes in it, Mama,” Tory said quietly, and earned a searing whip of a stare.
“Nothing was ever good enough for you, was it? No matter how hard your daddy worked and I sweated, it was never fine enough. Always wanting more.”
“I never asked for more.”
“You were smart enough not to say it out loud. But I saw it, saw it in your eyes. Sneaky’s what you were, sneaky and sly,” Sarabeth said, with a violent twist of her mouth. “And didn’t you run off first chance you got, never looked back, either, never honored your father and mother. You were obliged to pay back what we sacrificed for you, but you were too selfish. We had a decent life in Progress, still would if you hadn’t ruined it.”
“Sarabeth.” Helplessly, J.R. gave her hand quick, light pats. “That’s not fair and that’s not true.”
“She brought shame on us. Brought it the minute she was born. We were happy before she came along.” She began to cry again, harsh, racking sobs that shook her shoulders.
At a loss, J.R. put an arm around her and made shushing noises.
With her face and mind blank, Tory bent down and began to clear the litter from the table.
Sarabeth was up like a thunderbolt. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“Since you’re determined to stay, I thought I’d clean this up for you.”
“I don’t need you criticizing me.” She slapped the plates to the floor. “I don’t need you coming here with your hoity-toity ways and your fancy clothes trying to make me look bad. You turned your back on me years ago, and as far as I’m concerned, you can keep on walking.”
“You turned yours on me the first time you sat quiet while he beat me bloody.”
“God made man master of his own house. You never got licked you didn’t deserve it.”
Licked, Tory thought. Such a friendly word for horror. “Is that how you sleep at night?”
“Don’t you sass me. Don’t you disrespect your daddy. You tell me where he is, damn you. You know, you can see. You tell me where he is so I can go take care of him.”
“I won’t look for him. If I stumbled over him bleeding in a ditch, I’d leave him there.” Her head snapped back when Sarabeth slapped her, and the raw red print stained her cheek. But she barely flinched.
“Sarabeth! God Almighty, Sari.” J.R. grabbed her, pinned her arms while she struggled and sobbed and screamed.
“I was going to say I hope he’s dead.” Tory spoke quietly. “But I don’t. I hope he comes back to you, Mama. I dearly hope he comes back and gives you the life you seem to want.”
She opened her purse, took out the hundred-dollar bill she’d put in it that morning. “If and when he does, you tell him this is the last payment he’ll ever get from me. You tell him I’m living back in Progress, that I’m making a life there for myself. If he wants to come and raise his hand to me again, then he better make it last, he better beat me dead this time. Because if he doesn’t finish me, I will him.”
She closed her purse. “I’ll be in the car,” she said to J.R., and walked out.
Her legs didn’t start to shake until she sat down and pulled the door closed. Then the trembling started at her knees and worked up so that she crossed her arms over her torso, pressed hard and with her eyes closed, waited for it to pass.
She could hear the weeping, rolling like lava out of the house, and the monotonous cluck and squawk of the chickens hunting for food. From somewhere close by was the deep-throated, angry bark of a dog.
And still, she thought, over it all the birds sang, in determinedly cheerful notes.
She concentrated on that sound, and willed her mind away. Oddly, unexpectedly, she found herself standing in her kitchen, her head on Cade’s shoulder, his lips brushing her hair.
Resting there, she didn’t hear her uncle until he settled in the seat beside her and closed his door.
He said nothing as he pulled away from the house, nothing when he stopped a half mile away and just sat, his hands resting on the wheel and his eyes staring away at empty space.
“I shouldn’t have let you come,” he said at last. “I thought—I don’t know what I was thinking, but I guess I had some idea that she’d want to see you, that the two of you might be able to make some of it up with Han gone off this way.”
“I’m not part of her life except to blame for things. He is her life. That’s the way she wants it.”
“Why? For God’s sake, Tory, why would she want to live like this, live with a man who’s never given her any joy?”
“She loves him.”
“That’s not love.” He spat the words out, along with anger and disgust. “That’s a sickness. You heard the way she made excuses for him, how she put it off on everybody but him. The woman he attacked, the police, even the goddamn bank.”
“She wants to believe it. She needs to.” Seeing he was more upset than she’d realized, Tory laid a hand on his arm. “You did all you could.”
“All I could. Gave her money and left her there, in that hovel. And I’ll tell you the truth, Tory, I’m thanking God right now she didn’t want to come home with me, that I don’t have to bring that sickness into my house. I’m ashamed of it.” His voice broke, and he dropped his forehead to the wheel.
Because he needed it, Tory unsnapped her seat belt and leaned into him, her head on his arm, her hand rubbing circles on his wide back. “There’s no shame in that, Uncle Jimmy, no shame in wanting to protect your home and Aunt Boots, to keep all of this away. I could’ve done what she asked me to do. I could have given her that. But I didn’t, and I won’t. I’m not going to be ashamed of it.”
He nodded, and struggling for composure sat back again. “Hell of a family, aren’t we, baby?” Gently, very gently, he touched his fingertips to the raw spot on her cheek. Then he shifted back into first, eased on the gas. “Tory, if it’s all the same to you, I don’t have the heart to go by and see your gran just now.”
“Neither do I. Let’s just go home.”
When her uncle dropped her off, Tory didn’t go into her house, but transferred to her own car and drove directly to her shop. She had hours to make up for and was grateful the work and rush would keep her mind off how she’d spent her morning.
Her first call was to the florist, clearing them to deliver the ficus and the flower arrangement she’d ordered the week before. Her next was to the bakery to confirm the cookies and petits fours she’d selected would be ready for her to pick up first thing in the morning.
It was late into the day before she’d satisfied herself that all the arrangements were in the most attractive spots. For a celebrational touch, she began to string fairy lights through the graceful branches of the ficus.
The little bell on her door rang, reminding her she’d forgotten to lock it after the last delivery.
“Saw you as I was passing by.” Dwight stepped in, scanned the shop, then gave a low whistle. “I was going to see if everything worked out for you, and if you needed any last-minute help. But seems like you’ve got it under control.”
“I think so.” She straightened, standing with the end of the string of lights still in her hand. “Your crew did a wonderful job, Dwight. I couldn’t be happier with the work.”
“Just make sure you mention Frazier’s if anyone compliments your carpentry.”
“You can count on it.”
“Oh now, this is nice work.” He walked over to a cutting board fashioned of narrow strips of various tones of wood, and sanded smooth as glass. “Beautiful work. I do some woodworking in my hobby room, but nothing as nice as this. Almost too pretty to use.”
“Form and function. That’s the key here.”
“Lissy’s happy with that candle thing she bought in here, and shows off the mirror every chance she gets. Said it wouldn’t hurt her feelings if I took a look at the jewelry and found her something to brighten her mood.”
“Isn’t she feeling well?”
“Oh, she’s fine.” Dwight waved at the question as he wandered the shop. “Gets the baby blues now and then, that’s all.” He tucked his thumbs in his front pockets and gave her a sheepish grin. “While I’m here I guess I ought to apologize.”
“Oh.” Since he appeared to be staying awhile longer, Tory continued to thread the lights through the branches. “For?”
“For letting Lissy think you and Cade were enjoying each other’s company.”
“I don’t mind Cade’s company.”
“Now, I don’t know whether you’re letting me off the hook or stringing me like you are those little lights. The thing is, well, Lissy just gets the bit between her teeth on some things. She keeps trying to match Cade up with someone, and if it’s not him, it’s Wade. She’s got some wild hair about getting my friends married off. Cade just wanted to wiggle out of her last matchmaking attempt and told me to tell her he was …”
He flushed now as Tory simply studied him silently.
“That he was what you could say involved with someone. I told her how it was you, figuring since you’d pretty much just gotten back to town she’d believe it, and let things alone for a while.”
“Uh-huh.” Finished, Tory plugged the lights in, then stepped back to gauge the results.
“I should’ve known better,” Dwight went on, frantically digging the hole deeper. “God knows I’m not deaf and know Lissy tends to talk. By the time Cade got back to me to ring a peel over my head, I’d already heard from six different people the two of you were half near engaged and planning a nursery.”
“It might’ve been simpler just to tell her the truth, that Cade wasn’t interested in being fixed up.”
“Now, I wouldn’t say simpler.” His handsome white teeth flashed again, quick, charming, and male. “I tell her that, she wants to know why. I say something like some men aren’t looking for marriage. She comes back and says it’s good enough for you, isn’t it? Or are you wishing you were footloose and fancy-free like your two best pals? I say, no, honeybunch, but by then I’ve got one foot in the doghouse.”
Trying to look pitiful, he scratched his head. “I tell you, Tory, marriage is a walk on a greased-up tightrope, and any man who tells you he wouldn’t sacrifice a friend to keep from slipping off’s a damn liar. Besides, the way I hear it, you and Cade’ve been seen around together a few times.”
“Are you making a statement or asking a question?”
He shook his head. “I should’ve said dealing with a woman’s like a walk on that tightrope. Better quit while I can still make it to safe ground.”
“Good idea.”
“Well, Lissy’s having herself a hen party, a woman’s get-together,” he corrected quickly, seeing Tory’s brows shoot up. “I’m going to wander over to Wade’s, see if he wants to grab some supper and keep me company till it’s safe to go home. I’ll stop by tomorrow. Maybe you can help me pick out some earrings or something.”
“I’ll be happy to.”
He walked to the door, paused. “It looks nice in here, Tory. Classy. This place is going to be good for the town.”
She hoped so, she thought, as she went behind him to lock up. But more, she hoped the town was going to be good for her.
Dwight walked down to cross at the light. As mayor it was important to set a good example. He’d given up jaywalking, and drinking more than two beers a night in a bar, and driving over the posted limit. Small sacrifices, he thought, but every now and again he had the urge to shake off the restraints.
Came from being a late bloomer, he supposed, and gave a quick salute toward the beep of a horn as Betsy Gluck drove by. He hadn’t started to hit his stride until his middle teens, then he’d been so dazzled that girls actually wanted to talk to him, he’d stumbled straight into the backseat of his first car with Lissy—well, a few others, then Lissy—found himself going steady with the prettiest and most popular girl in school. Before he knew it he was renting a tux for his wedding.
Not that he regretted it. Not for a minute. Lissy was just what he wanted. She was still as pretty as she’d been in high school. Maybe she fussed and pouted some, but name him a woman who didn’t.
They had a fine house, a beautiful son, and another baby on the way. A damn good life, and he was mayor of the town in which he’d once been a joke.
A man had to appreciate the irony of that.
If now and again he got an itch, it was natural enough. But the fact was he didn’t want to be married to anyone but his Lissy, didn’t want to live anywhere but Progress, and wanted his life to keep right on going just as it was.
He opened the door to Wade’s waiting room in time to be all but bowled over by a frantic sheepdog bent on escape.
“Sorry! Oh, Mongo.” The blonde struggling to hold the leash was both pretty and unfamiliar. She sent Dwight an apologetic look out of soft green eyes, even while her Kewpie-doll lips turned up in a quick smile. “He just got his shots and he’s feeling betrayed.”
“Can’t say I blame him.” Since doing otherwise would compromise his manhood, Dwight risked his fingers and patted the dog through the mop of gray and white hair. “Don’t recall seeing you or Mongo around town before.”
“We’ve only been here a few weeks. I moved down from Dillon. I teach English at the high school—well, I’ll be teaching summer classes, then I’ll start full-time in the fall. Mongo, sit!” With a toss of her hair, she offered a hand. “Sherry Bellows, and you can blame me for the dog hair covering your jeans.”
“Dwight Frazier, nice to meet you. I’m the town mayor, so I’m the one you come to if you’ve got any complaints.”
“Oh, everything’s been just fine. But I’ll keep that in mind.” She turned her head back toward the examining room. “Everyone’s been very friendly and helpful. I’d better get Mongo in the car before he breaks the leash and you have to give me a citation.”
“Need a hand?”
“No, I’ve got him.” She laughed as she and the dog lunged out the door. “Barely. Nice to have met you, Mayor Frazier. Bye, Max!”
“Likewise,” he murmured, then rolled his eyes toward Maxine at reception. “Didn’t have English teachers like that when I was in Progress High. Might’ve taken me a few more years to graduate.”
“You men.” Maxine chuckled as she took her handbag out of the bottom drawer. “So predictable. Mongo was our last patient, Mayor. Doc Wade’s washing up in the back. You mind telling him I’m running off to make my evening lecture?”
“Go right on. Have a nice night, now.”
He wandered back to find Wade straightening the drug cabinet. “Got any good stuff?”
“Got me some steroids that’ll put hair on your chest. You never did grow any.”
“ ‘Cause you used it all on your ass,” Dwight said easily. “So how about that blonde?”
“Hmm?”
“Jesus, Wade, you been hitting that cabinet for doggie downers? The blonde with the big dog who just left. English teacher.”
“Oh, Mongo.”
“Well, I see it’s too late.” Dwight shook his head, boosted himself up to sit on the padded table. “When you start missing pretty blondes who fill out their skinny jeans the way that one did, and remember a big, sloppy dog, you’re too far gone even for Lissy to fix up.”
“I’m not going on another blind date. And I noticed the blonde.”
“I’d say she noticed you, too. You hit on her?”
“Jesus, Dwight, she’s a patient.”
“The dog’s the patient. You’re missing a golden opportunity here, son.”
“Get your mind off my sex life.”
“You don’t have one.” Dwight leaned back on his elbows, grinned. “Now, if I was single and only half ugly like you, I’d have talked the blonde onto this table, instead of her big, hairy dog.”
“Maybe I did.”
“In your dreams.”
“Ah, but they’re my dreams, aren’t they? Why aren’t you home washing your hands for supper like a good boy?”
“Lissy’s got a bunch of women coming over to look at Tupperware or something. I’m steering clear.”
“It’s makeup.” Wade closed the cabinet door. “My mother’s going.”
“Whatever the hell. Christ knows the woman doesn’t need any more face paint or plastic bowls, but she gets bored to death when she’s this pregnant. So how about we have a beer and something to eat? Like the old days.”
“I’ve got some things to do around here.” Faith could come by, he thought.
“Come on, Wade. A couple hours.”
He started to refuse again. What the hell was wrong with him, locking himself in his apartment, waiting for Faith to call? It was as bad as a teenage girl mooning after the football star. Worse.
“You’re buying.”
“Shit.” Cheered, Dwight pushed off the table. “Let’s give Cade a call, get him to meet us. Then we’ll make him pay for it.”
“That’s a plan.”
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She hadn’t expected to be nervous. She was prepared, she’d checked and rechecked every detail down to the color and weight of the cord used to secure her boxes. She had experience and knew every piece of her merchandise almost as well as the craftsmen who created it.
She had gone through every step and stage of the creation of her shop with a calm and often cool eye, and a steady hand. There were no mistakes, no gaps, no flaws.
The shop itself looked perfect, warm and welcoming and bright. She herself looked casually professional and efficient. She should, as she’d spent the hour between three and four that morning agonizing over her choice of outfit before settling on the navy slacks and white linen shirt.
Now she worried it was too much like a uniform. Now she worried about everything.
Less than an hour before opening and all the nerves and doubts and fears she’d managed to ignore for months tumbled down on her like broken bricks.
She sat in her storeroom at her desk with her head between her knees.
The sick giddiness insulted her, shamed her. Even as she went limp with dizziness she berated herself. She was stronger than this. She had to be. She couldn’t come so far, work so hard, then collapse inches from the goal.
They would come. She wasn’t worried about drawing in people. They would come and they would gawk, and shoot her the quick, curious glances she was already used to seeing aimed at her around town.
The Bodeen girl. You remember her. Spooky little thing.
She couldn’t let it matter. But oh, it mattered. She’d been insane to come back here where everyone knew her, where no secret was ever truly kept. Why hadn’t she stayed in Charleston where it was safe, where her life had been quiet and her privacy complete?
Sitting there, skin clammy, stomach rolling, she wished desperately for her pretty, familiar house, her tidy garden, the routine of her demanding but impersonal job in someone else’s shop. Sitting there, she wished for the anonymity she’d cloaked herself in for four steady years.
She should never have come back. She should never have risked herself, her savings, her peace of mind. What had she been thinking?
Of Hope, she admitted, and slowly raised her head. She’d been thinking of Hope.
Foolish, reckless, she thought. Hope was dead and gone and there was nothing she could do to change it. Now everything she’d worked for was on the line. And to preserve it, she would have to face the stares and the whispers.
When she heard the knock on the shop door her first instinct was to crawl under the desk, curl up, and slap her hands over her ears. The fact that she nearly did, could actually see herself huddled there, pushed her to her feet.
She had thirty minutes until opening, thirty precious minutes to pull herself together. Whoever was out there would just have to go away.
She straightened her shoulders, ran a hand over her hair to smooth it, then started out to tell the early arrival to come back at ten.
She saw her grandmother’s face on the other side of the glass and sprinted to the door. “Oh, Gran. Oh.” She flung her arms around Iris and clung like a woman dangling off a cliff clings to a rock. “I’m so glad to see you. I didn’t think you were coming. I’m so glad you’re here.”
“Not come? For your grand opening? Why, I couldn’t wait to get here.” Gently she nudged Tory into the shop. “I drove Cecil crazy badgering him to push a little more speed out of his truck. That’s Cecil behind the corn plant, and Boots behind the mountain of him.”
Tory sniffled, then managed a laugh when Cecil poked his head around the long, bladelike leaves. “It’s wonderful, and so are you. All of you. Let’s put it…” She turned around, calculating space and impact. “Right over there, at the end of the display along the wall. It’s just what I needed.”
“Doesn’t look to me like you needed a thing,” Iris commented. “Tory, this place looks spiffy as a June bride. All these lovely things.” She hooked her arm around Tory’s shoulder, studying the shop as Cecil grunted the ornamental tree into place. “You always had an eye.”
“I just can’t wait to buy something.” Boots, polished as a new penny in her yellow sundress, clapped her hands like a girl. “I want to be your very first sale today, and I warned J.R. I was going to have his credit card smoking before I was done.”
“I’ve got a fire extinguisher.” Tory laughed and turned to hug her.
“And lots of breakables.” Mindful of them, Cecil put his hands safely in his pockets. “Makes me feel clumsy.”
“You break it, you bought it,” Iris said with a wink. “All right, honey-pot, what can we do?”
“Just be here.” Tory let out a long breath. “There’s nothing left, really. I’m as ready as I’m going to be.”
“Nervous?”
“Terrified. I just need to put out the tea and cookies, keep my hands busy for the next little while. Then—” She turned as the door jangled.
“Delivery for you, Miz Bodeen.” The young boy from the florist carried a glossy white box.
“Thank you.”
“My ma’s coming over later today. Said she wanted to see how her arrangements look, but I expect she wants to see what you got.”
“I’ll look forward to seeing her.”
“Sure got a lot of stuff.” He craned his neck to look around while Tory took a dollar out of the cash drawer. “I expect people’ll be coming in soon. Everybody’s talking about it.”
“I hope so.”
He stuffed the bill Tory handed him into his pocket. “Thanks. See ya later.”
Tory set the box on the counter and took off the lid. It was full of gerber daisies in bright, cheerful colors and fat, sassy sunflowers.
“Aren’t they pretty!” Iris leaned over her shoulder for a better look. “And just exactly right. Roses wouldn’t go with your pottery and wood. Somebody knew enough to send you nice, friendly flowers.”
“Yes.” She’d already opened the card. “Somebody always seems to know the right thing.”
“Oooh, aren’t they sweet, aren’t they pretty.” Boots fluttered her hands over the flowers. ‘Tory, honey, you’ll drive me crazy if you don’t tell me who sent them.”
Boots snatched the card Tory offered. “ ‘Good luck on your first day. Cade.’ Awww.”
Head cocked, Iris pursed her lips. “Would that be Kincade Lavelle?”
“Yes. Yes, it would.”
“Hmmm.”
“Don’t hmmm. He’s just being thoughtful.”
“Man sends a woman flowers, the right flowers, he’s got a woman on his mind. Right, Cecil?”
“Seems to me. Thoughtful’s a plant. Flowers are romance.”
“Now there. See why I love this man?” Iris tugged on his shirt to bring him down for a kiss, and made Boots beam.
“Daisies and sunflowers are friendly,” Tory corrected, but she had to struggle not to sigh over them.
“Flowers are flowers,” Boots said firmly. “A man sends them, means he’s thinking about a woman.” And she dearly loved the notion of Cade Lavelle thinking about her niece. “Now, you go on and fuss with them, and I’ll put your cookies out. Nothing I love more’n getting ready for a party.”
“Would you mind? I’ve got one of the raku pots in the storeroom. It’s perfect for these, and they’ll add a nice splash to the counter.”
“Go on, then.” Iris waved her away. “You just point us in the direction things need to be done. We’ll get this show on the road.”
The first customers walked in at ten-fifteen, headed by Lissy. Tory decided to take back every unkind thought she’d ever had about the former prom queen as Lissy proceeded to escort her friends around the shop and coo over merchandise.
By eleven, she had fifteen customers browsing and debating and had already rung up four sales.
By lunchtime, she was too busy to be nervous. There were stares, and there were whispers. Her eye or ear caught more than one, but she coated steel over the prickles of discomfort and boxed up the choices of the curious.
“You used to be friends with the little Lavelle girl, didn’t you?”
Tory continued to wrap the iron candlesticks in brown paper. “Yes.”
“Terrible shame what happened to her.” The woman, with her sharp eagle eyes fixed on Tory’s face, leaned closer. “Hardly more than a baby. Was you who found her, wasn’t it?”
“Her father found her. Would you like a box or a bag for these?”
“A box. They’re for my sister’s girl. Getting married next month. Seems you went to school with her. Kelly Anne Frisk.”
“I don’t remember many of the people I went to school with.” Tory lied with a pleasant smile as she boxed the purchase. “It was so long ago. Would you like this gift-wrapped?”
“I’ll do that, honey-pot. You’ve got other customers.” Iris stepped in. “So, Kelly Anne’s getting married. I believe I remember her quite well. That’d be Marsha’s oldest girl, wouldn’t it? My, where do the years go?”
“Kelly Anne had nightmares for a month after the Lavelle girl.” The woman said it with a quiet satisfaction that rang in Tory’s ears as she walked away.
Tory was tempted to slip into the back, just to breathe until her heart stopped pounding. Instead she turned to a tall brunette who was debating over the selections of serving bowls. “Can I help you with anything?”
“It’s hard to make up your mind with so many nice choices. JoBeth Hardy—Kelly Anne’s aunt there? She’s a very disagreeable woman. And you can hardly say anything to that. You always were a careful, composed creature. You won’t remember me.”
The brunette held out a hand.
“No, I’m sorry.”
“Well, I was considerably younger then, and you weren’t in my class. I taught, still teach, second grade at Progress Elementary. Marietta Singleton.”
“Oh, Miss Singleton. I do remember. I’m sorry. It’s nice to see you again.”
“I’ve been looking forward to your opening. I’ve wondered about you off and on over the years. You might not have known I was friendly with your mother once. Years before you were born, of course. It’s a small old world.”
“Yes, it is.”
“Sometimes a little too close for comfort.” She glanced toward the door as Faith walked in. The two of them locked eyes, and that contact sparked before Marietta turned back to study the bowls again. “But it’s all we have to live with. I think I’ll take this one here, the blue on white’s very charming. Why don’t you put it behind the counter for me while I wander around a little more?”
“I’d be happy to. I’ll get you one out of the stockroom.”
“Victoria.” Marietta lowered her voice, brushed her hand over the back of Tory’s. “You were very brave to come back here. You always were very brave.”
She moved away while Tory stood, puzzled and surprised by the wave of grief that had flowed off the woman and into the air.
She stepped into the stockroom to clear her mind and fetch the bowl, and was annoyed when Faith marched in behind her.
“What did that woman want?”
“I beg your pardon? This is employees only.”
“What did she want? Marietta.”
Coolly, Tory reached on the shelf for the bowl. “This. A number of people who come here want merchandise. That’s why I call it a store.”
“What did she say to you?”
“And why would that be your business?”
Faith hissed between her teeth and dug a pack of cigarettes out of her purse.
“No smoking.”
“Damn it.” She shoved them back in and began to pace. “That woman has no business flouncing around town.”
“That woman seemed perfectly nice to me. And I don’t have time for your snits or your gossip.” Though she couldn’t deny her curiosity was peaked. “Now, unless you’d like to help me replace stock, or refill the iced tea pitcher, I’ll need you to step back out.”
“You wouldn’t think she was so nice if she’d been fucking your daddy.” With that one snarling outburst, Faith whirled for the door. Tory remembered Faith’s temper very well and, anticipating her mood, Tory shifted the bowl and slapped a hand on the door before Faith could wrench it open.
“Don’t you make a scene. Don’t you dare bring your family troubles into my place. You want to have a catfight, then you just go somewhere else.”
“I won’t make a scene.” But she was vibrating. “I have no intention of giving the people around here anything to snicker about. And you just forget what I said. I shouldn’t have said it. We’ve gone to considerable trouble to keep my father’s association with that woman quiet. So if I hear any talk, I’ll know you started it.”
“Don’t threaten me. The day you could push me around is long past, so you just pull in your claws around here because nowadays I fight back.”
She would have left it at that, was angry enough to, but Faith’s lip trembled. One small quiver of emotion and Tory saw Hope. “Why don’t you stay in here a minute? Go on, sit down until you’re calm again. You walk out looking like that and you won’t have to make a scene to set people talking. Besides, right now they’re having a fine time talking about me.”
She opened the door, glanced over. “No smoking,” she repeated, and closed the door behind her.
Faith dropped into a chair and, glaring at the door, pulled her cigarettes out again. She stuffed them guiltily back into her purse when the door swung back open.
But instead of Tory, it was Boots who slipped into the room. Just because she was having a high time flitting around the store didn’t mean she was blind to subtleties. She’d seen the hot rage on Faith’s face, just as she saw the embarrassed misery on it now.
“We sure are hopping out there.” She spoke cheerfully and waved a hand in front of her face. “I needed me a minute out of the crowd.” And thought it the perfect opportunity to corner the woman who had Wade wrapped in knots.
“Why don’t you sit down, Miss Boots?” Faith got quickly to her feet. “I was just going back out.”
“Oh, keep me company a minute, won’t you, honey? Don’t you look pretty today, then you always do.”
“Thanks. I can say the same for you.” Now that she was standing, Faith wished she had something to do with her hands. “Ah, you must be very proud of Tory today.”
“I’ve always been proud of her. And how’s your mama doing?”
“She’s well.”
“Never known her to be otherwise for long. You be sure to give her my best now, won’t you?” Smiling easily, Boots wandered over to the bakery box, selected a cookie. “Haven’t seen Wade today, have you? I expect he’ll be over.”
“No, I haven’t seen him today.” Yet.
“Boy works so hard.” She sighed, nibbled on the little frosted cookie. “I wish he’d settle down, find a woman who’d help make a home with him.”
“Ah. Hmmm.”
“Oh, now no point in being flustered, sweetie.” Boots kept nibbling, and her eyes were sharp enough to pin even a clever butterfly like Faith. “He’s a grown man, and you’re a beautiful woman. Why shouldn’t you be attracted to each other? I know my boy has sex.”
Well, Faith thought, there you have it. “But you’d prefer he didn’t have it with me.”
“Now, I don’t believe I said any such thing.” She selected another cookie, held it out to Faith. “We’re private here, Faith, and both of us women. That means we know just how to draw a man into doing what we want him to, at least most of the time. You got a wild streak. I don’t mind that. Could be I’d pictured some other kind of woman for my Wade, but he pictures you. I love him, so I want for him what he wants for himself. That appears to be you.”
“It’s not like that between us, Mrs. Mooney.”
The formal title amused Boots. If she wasn’t mistaken, the use of it meant Faith was intimidated. “Isn’t it? You keep coming back to him, don’t you? Ever ask yourself why? No,” she said, lifting a finger tipped with pearly pink polish. “Maybe you should just think about that. I want you to know I’ve got an affection for you, always have. That surprises you?”
Stupefied her. “Yes. I suppose.”
“It shouldn’t. You’re a smart and clever young woman, and haven’t had it as easy as some like to think. I like you fine, Faith. But if you hurt my Wade this time around, why, I’ll just have to snap that lovely neck of yours like a twig, that’s all.”
“Well.” Faith bit into the cookie, narrowed her eyes. “That clears everything up.”
Suddenly Boots’s face was soft again and her eyes mild and dreamy as always. She let out a light, trilling laugh, and to Faith’s confusion wrapped her in a hug, kissed her cheek.
“I do like you.” With her thumb, she wiped the imprint of her lipstick from Faith’s cheek. “Now, you sit down and eat your cookie till you feel a little better. Since I’m feeling just fine, I believe I’ll go out and buy something else. There’s nothing like shopping, is there?” she added as she pranced out the door.
“Jesus.” Speechless, Faith sat down. And ate her cookie.
Tory kept busy, but saw Faith go out ten minutes later. Just as she saw Cade come in, his aunt Rosie in tow, during the first lull of the afternoon.
It was impossible not to recognize Rosie Sikes LaRue Decater Smith. At sixty-four, the woman made just as much of a statement as she had at her debutante ball, when she’d shocked society by doing an exuberant barefoot jitterbug on the tennis court of the country club. She’d married Henry LaRue, of the Savannah LaRues, when she’d been seventeen, and lost him to Korea before their first anniversary.
She’d grieved for six months, then had opted to play the merry widow, flaunted a hot-blooded affair with a struggling artist, and suspected Communist, whom she’d married for the hell of it at twenty. She and the artist both espoused free love and held what many considered orgies at their estate on Jekyll Island.
She buried husband number two there after nineteen tumultuous years, when he tumbled from a third-story window after spending the evening with a bottle of Napoleon brandy and a twenty-three-year-old model.
Some said foul play was involved, but nothing had been proved.
At the ripe age of fifty-eight, she married a longtime admirer, more out of pity than love. He died two years later, on their second anniversary, after being gored and partially devoured by a rogue lion during their second honeymoon trip to Africa.
Burying three husbands, and an untold number of lovers, hadn’t dimmed Rosie’s style. She wore a wig, at least Tory assumed it was a wig, of platinum blond, a flowing floor-length dress striped like a red-and-white awning, and enough jewelry to topple a lesser woman.
Tory spotted the gleam of diamonds among the plastic beads.
“Toys!” she said in her rusty squeak of a voice and rubbed her hands together. “Stand back, boy. I’m in a shopping mood.”
She made a beeline for the display of blown-glass paperweights and began tucking them into the crook of her arm.
Torn between amusement and alarm, Tory hurried over. “May I help you with those, Miss Rosie?”
“Need six of them. The prettiest six.”
“Yes, of course. Ah, for gifts?”
“Gifts, hell. For me.” She clanked glass carelessly together and made Tory’s heart stop.
“Why don’t I put these up on the counter for you?”
“Good, they’re heavy.” Rosie’s eyes, weighed down by false eyelashes that disconcertingly resembled spiders, finally fixed on Tory’s face. “You’re the girl who used to play with little Hope.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Got a way about you, I recollect. I had my palm read once by a gypsy in Transylvania. Said how I’d have myself four husbands, but damned if I want another.” Rosie stuck out a hand crowded with rings and bracelets. “What do you say?”
“I’m sorry.” Instead of feeling awkward, Tory was marvelously entertained. “I don’t read palms.”
“Tea leaves then, or some such. One of my lovers, young fellow from Boston, claimed he was Lord Byron in another life. Don’t expect to hear that kind of thing from a Yankee, do you? Cade, get on over here and hold on to these glass things. What’s the point in having a man around if you can’t use him as a pack mule,” she said to Tory with a wink.
“I have no idea. Would you like some iced tea, Miss Rosie? Some cookies?”
“I’ll just work up an appetite first. Now, what the blue hell is this thing?” She picked up a polished wooden stand with a hole in it.
“It’s a wine rest.”
“Don’t that beat all? Why anybody’d want to give a decent bottle of wine time to rest is beyond me. Wrap me up two of those. Lucy Talbott!” She shouted across the room to another customer. “What’re you buying there?” And was off like a rocket, red and white stripes flapping.
“We just can’t break Aunt Rosie out of her shell,” Cade said with a smile. “And how’s your day going?”
“Very well. Thank you for the flowers. They’re lovely.”
“I’m glad you liked them. I’m hoping you’ll let me take you out to dinner tonight, to celebrate your first day.”
“I—” She already begged off the evening at her uncle’s, switching that to a Sunday family dinner the following day. She was going to be tired, and wired, she reminded herself. Not fit company. “I’d like that.”
“I’ll come by your place around seven-thirty. That work for you?”
“Yes, that’ll be perfect. Cade, does your aunt really want all these things? I don’t know what anyone could want with six glass paperweights.”
“She’ll enjoy them, then she’ll forget where she bought them and make up some story about how she found them in a dusty little shop in Beirut. Or claim she stole them from her lover the Breton count when she left him. Then she’ll give them away to the paperboy or the next Jehovah’s Witness who comes to her door.”
“Oh. Well.”
“You’ll want to keep an eye on her. She tends to slip things in her pockets. Absentmindedly,” he continued, when Tory’s eyes went wide. “You just keep track of what goes in, and add it to her bill at the end.”
“But—” Even as she glanced over, she saw Rosie slide a spoon rest into the wide slit pocket of her dress. “Oh, for heaven’s sakes!” Tory rushed over, leaving Cade chuckling.
“Rosie hasn’t changed any,” Iris commented.
“No, ma’am, not a whit. Bless her for it. How are you, Miz Mooney?”
“Fiddle fit. You’re looking fit yourself. Grew into your feet well enough. How’s your family?”
“They’re well, thank you.”
“I was sorry to hear about your daddy. He was a good man, and an interesting one. You don’t always get both in one.”
“I suppose you don’t. He always spoke highly of you.”
“He gave me a chance to earn a decent living after I lost my husband, to put food on my table for my children. I don’t forget that. You got something of him around your eyes. Are you a fair man like he was, now that you’re full-grown, Kincade?”
“I try to be.” As Rosie let out a cackle and batted at the wind chimes to send them singing, Cade glanced over, met Tory’s exasperated eyes. “Tory’s got her hands full.”
“She can deal with it. She’s good at dealing with things. Sometimes, maybe, a little too good.”
“She gets her back up when you want to help.”
“She can,” Iris agreed. “From where I’m standing, I don’t think the only thing you want to do about Tory is help her. I’d say there’s something more basic on your mind along with that, and as I hope I’m correct in that assumption, I’d like to give you something everyone needs from time to time and no one likes to take.”
He adjusted the balance of the paperweights he still carried. “And that would be advice?”
She beamed at him. “You’re a smart boy. Always thought so. Advice it is. Just one little bit of it. Don’t drag your feet. If there’s one thing every woman deserves at least once in her life, it’s to be swept off hers. Now, give me some of those things before they get banged together and cracked.”
“She’s not sure of me yet.” Cade transferred two of the paperweights and carried the other four to the counter. “She needs some time.”
“She tell you that?”
“More or less.”
Iris just rolled her eyes. “Men. Don’t you know a woman who says that’s either one of three things. She’s not really interested, she’s being coy, or she’s been hurt before. Tory’d tell you straight out if she wasn’t interested, there isn’t a coy bone in her body, so that leaves number three. You see that man over there?”
Baffled, Cade glanced over to where Cecil was arranging fresh cookies on a plate with hands the size of whole smoked hams. “Yes, ma’am.”
“You hurt my baby, and I’ll send that big old bear after you with a pipe wrench. But since I don’t think you’re going to do that, I’d suggest you show her that there are some men worth trusting.”
“I’m working on that.”
“Since my girl is trying to convince herself that the two of you are no more than friendly acquaintances, I’d say work faster.”
Chew on that, Iris mused, then moved off to try to prod another customer into a sale.
“She put five napkin rings into her pocket.” At six-ten, with the door locked and Cecil nodding off in the stockroom, Tory plopped on her counter stool and threw up her hands. “Five. Now, I could see, in a twisted way, taking four or six. But what kind of person takes five napkin rings?”
“Don’t imagine she was thinking of them as a set.”
“Add two spoon rests, three wine toppers, and a pair of salad tongs. She put those in her pocket while I was standing right there talking to her. Put them in her pocket, smiled, then took off her pink plastic beads and gave them to me.”
Still bemused, Tory fingered the beads around her neck.
“She likes you. Rosie’s always giving things to people she takes a shine to.”
“I don’t feel right charging her for all those things. She might not even have wanted them. Lord, Gran, she spent over a thousand dollars. A thousand,” she repeated, and pressed a hand to her stomach. “I think I might be sick after all.”
“No, you won’t. You’ll be happy soon as you let yourself be. Now, I’m going to go give Cecil a shake and move him along so you have a chance to catch your breath. You come on by J.R.’s around one tomorrow. It’s too long since we had the family together.”
“I’ll be there. Gran, I don’t know how to thank you for staying all day. You must be tired.”
“My feet are smarting some, and I’m ready to put them up and let Boots give me a glass of wine.” She leaned over to kiss Tory’s cheek. “You celebrate, you hear?”
Celebrate, Tory thought, after she’d made her notes, tidied, and locked up. She could barely think, much less celebrate. She’d gotten through the day. More than gotten through it, she told herself on the dazed drive home. She’d proven that she was back, to stay, back to make a mark.
Not just survival this time, but success. Some might look at her and see the small, hollow-eyed girl in hand-me-downs. But it wasn’t going to matter. More would look and see just what she’d made herself. What she wanted to be.
She would make that matter.
She wasn’t going to fail, and she wasn’t going to run. This time, finally, she was going to win.
The wonder of that began to set in as she turned into her lane, as she saw the house as it had been, and as it was. Herself as she had been. As she was.
Unable to fight them back any longer, she laid her head on the steering wheel and let the tears come.
She was sitting on the ground, trying not to cry. Only babies cried. And she was not a crybaby. But the tears leaked out despite her.
She’d skinned her knees and her elbow and the heel of her hand when she’d fallen off the bike. The scraped skin burned and seeped blood. She wanted to go to Lilah and be hugged and petted and soothed. Lilah would give her a cookie and make it all better.
She didn’t care about learning how to ride a stupid bike anyway. She hated the stupid bike.
It lay beside her, a downed soldier with one wheel still spinning in a mocking whirl as she lay her head on her folded arms and sniffled.
She was just six.
“Hope! What the heck are you doing?” Cade rushed down the lane, his Nikes bulleting on the gravel. His father had dropped him off at the entrance to Beaux Reves, giving him his freedom for the rest of the Saturday morning. His whole world had been wrapped around how quickly he could get his bike and ride to the swamp to meet up with Wade and Dwight.
And here was his old and beloved three-speed, crashed, with his baby sister sprawled beside it.
He wasn’t sure which he wanted to do more, yell at her or croon to his wounded bike.
“Oh man, look at this! You ruined the paint. Damn it.” He hissed the last. He was just beginning to try out swear words in secret. “You got no business taking my bike. You got your own.”
“It’s a baby bike.” She lifted her face and tears streaked through the fine layer of dirt on her cheeks. “Mama won’t let Daddy take off the training wheels.”
“Well, jeez, guess why.” Disgusted he righted his bike and sent her a superior look. “Go on inside and get Lilah to wash you up. And keep your sticky fingers off my stuff.”
“I just want to learn.” She swiped a hand under her nose and through the tears shone a light of defiance. “I could ride as good as you if somebody’d teach me.”
“Yeah, right.” He snorted, swung a leg over the bar. “You’re just a little girl.”
She sprang to her feet then, thin chest heaving with insult. “I’ll get bigger,” she said between her teeth. “I’ll get bigger and I’ll ride faster than you or anybody. Then you’ll be sorry.”
“Oh, now I’m shaking.” The amusement was coming back, sliding into his deep blue eyes, crinkling them at the corners. If a guy was going to be saddled with a couple of little sisters, the least he could do was tease them. “I’ll always be bigger, I’ll always be older, I’ll always be faster.”
Her bottom lip trembled, a sure sign more tears wanted to come. He sneered at her, shrugged, and began to pedal up the lane, popping a quick wheelie just to prove his superior talents.
When he glanced back, grin wide, to make sure she’d witnessed his prowess, he saw her head was bent, her tangled hair hanging forward in a curtain. A thin trickle of blood slid down her shin.
He stopped, rolled his eyes, shook his head. His friends were waiting. There were a zillion things to do. Half of Saturday was already gone. He didn’t have time to waste on girls. Especially sisters.
But he heaved a weighty sigh and rode the bike back. As annoyed with himself as with her now, he hopped off.
“Get on. Damn it.”
She sniffled again, knuckled her eyes, and peered at him. “Really?”
“Yeah, yeah, come on. I haven’t got all day.”
Joy sprang into her, rushing her heartbeat as she climbed onto the seat. As her hands clutched the rubber tips of the handlebars, she giggled.
“Pay attention. This is serious business.” He glanced back, toward the house, and hoped to God his mother didn’t chance to look out. She’d have them both skinned for supper.
“No, you gotta, like, center your body.” It embarrassed him to say body, though he couldn’t say why. “And keep looking forward.”
She looked up at him, all trust, her smile bright as the sunlight that streamed through the new spring leaves. “Okay.”
He remembered the way his father had taught him to ride and kept his hand on the back of the seat, jogging lightly as she began to pedal.
The bike wobbled comically. They made it three yards before she went down.
She didn’t cry, didn’t hesitate to get back on. He had to give her points for it. They pedaled and jogged together, up the lane and down again, past the big oaks, the sunny-faced daffodils, the young tulips while late morning waned away to afternoon.
Her skin was slicked with sweat now, and her heart kept bumping, bumping, bumping. More than once she bit her bottom lip hard to hold back a squeal as the bike tipped. She heard his breath near her ear, felt his hand reach to steady her. And was filled with love for him.
More than for herself now, it was for him she was determined to succeed.
“I can do it. I can do it,” she whispered to herself, as the bike tipped and was righted. Her eyes narrowed in the fierce concentration of a child with only one goal, one world, one path. Her legs trembled, and the muscles in her arms were tight as drums.
The bike wobbled under her, but didn’t fall. And suddenly Cade was jogging along beside her, a grin splitting his face.
“You’re doing it! Keep going, you’re doing it.”
“I’m riding!” Under her the bike became a majestic steed. With her face lifted, she rode like the wind.
Tory woke on the ground beside her car, her muscles trembling, her pulse pounding, with an ache of joy and loss in her heart.
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She’d forgotten about dinner until minutes before Cade knocked. There’d barely been time to wash her face and repair the damage from the crying jag and what had followed it, and no time at all to think of an acceptable excuse to send him away.
She couldn’t get her mind around it. The bout with tears had left her hollow, head and body. The swing back into Hope’s past brought both uneasiness and sorrow.
And a thrill. That was the oddest part of it, she admitted. This lingering thrill of that first solo ride, the sheer delight of wobbling down that lovely, shade-dappled lane with Cade running beside her.
The way his eyes, so blue, so bright, laughed into hers.
The love she’d felt for him, the innocent love of a sister, still shimmered through her and mixed, dangerously, she knew, with her own emotions that were very adult and had nothing to do with kinship.
The combination made her vulnerable, to herself and to him. Better, wiser, to be alone until it passed.
She’d tell him she was exhausted, too tired to eat. That, at least, would be the truth.
He was a reasonable man. Almost too reasonable, she told herself. He’d understand and let her be.
When she opened the door he was standing there, holding a casserole dish. Neighbors, she thought, brought food for death. Well, she was dead on her feet so it seemed appropriate enough.
“Lilah sent this.” He stepped in, handed it over. “She said anyone who worked as hard as you shouldn’t have to cook on top of it. You’re instructed to put this in the freezer and pull it out the next time you come home and just need to sit and put your feet up. Which,” he added, as he continued to study her face, “looks like tonight.”
Yes, she thought, almost too reasonable. “I hadn’t realized how geared up I was about today. Now that it’s over, I’m limp.”
“You’ve been crying.”
“Delayed reaction. Relief.” She carried the dish into the kitchen to put it away, then wondered what to do next. “I’m sorry about tonight. It was a nice idea, going out to celebrate. Maybe in a couple of days, we could—” She turned, all but bumped into him, then backed hard against the counter.
There was a rough-and-ready jolt of lust. From her, from him, she couldn’t be sure.
“You had a lot to deal with today.” He didn’t give her room. He figured he’d already given her plenty. He simply laid his palms on the counter on either side of her. Caged her in. He saw her awareness of the move in her eyes. The wariness. “A lot of people, and the memories they bring along with them.”
“Yes.” She started to shift, realized there wasn’t anywhere to go. It was her blood that was hot, she thought with some embarrassment. Running hot, fast, and greedy. “It seemed like memories were shooting out like pebbles from a slingshot.”
And had ultimately taken her down.
“All of them painful.”
“No.” Oh God, don’t touch me. But even as she thought it his hands were on her shoulders, running down her arms. Everything inside her body began to pulse. “It was wonderful to see Lilah … and Will Hanson. He looks just like his father now. When I was a girl, Mr. Hanson—old Mr. Hanson used to give me Grape Nehi on credit if I was a few pennies short. I often was. Cade …”
His name was almost a plea. She couldn’t have said for what.
She was trembling. The little jumps under his palms were wonderfully arousing. “I liked the way you looked today. All tidy and crisp. All calm and cool on the outside. Always makes me wonder what’s going on under the surface.”
“I was nervous.”
“It didn’t show. Not the way it’s showing now. Defenses down, Tory. I want them down. I’m going to take advantage of it.”
“Cade, I’ve got nothing in me.”
“Then why are you trembling?” He tugged the band from her hair, heard the quick catch in her breathing. His eyes stayed on hers, watching the irises darken as he combed his spread fingers through her hair and unwound the neat braid. “Why aren’t you stopping me?”
“I …” Was that her knees going weak? She’d forgotten that could be such a lovely sensation. Surrender wasn’t always weakness. “I’m thinking about it.”
He smiled then, a lazy slide of amusement with power at the edges. “You just keep right on thinking. I’ll keep right on taking advantage.” He undid the first button of her shirt, then the second.
He’d taught Hope to ride a bike, she thought. He’d only been ten years old, and already man enough to care.
He’d sent flowers today. The right flowers, because he’d known they’d please her.
Now he was touching her as she hadn’t been touched in so long.
“I’m out of practice.”
He flipped the third button open. “Thinking?”
“No.” Her breath came out on a shaky laugh. “I’m very good at thinking most of the time.”
“Then think about this.” He gave her shirt a little tug to pull it from the waistband of her slacks. “I want to touch you. I want to feel your skin under my hands. Like this.” He skimmed them up her sides, down. Her stomach quivered when he unhooked her slacks. “No, keep your eyes open.”
He leaned forward, caught her chin in his teeth. A brief nip that shot an ache down the center of her body. “Since you’re out of practice, I’ll just guide you through. And I want you looking at me when I touch you.”
Look straight ahead, he’d told Hope. And had steadied her.
“I want to look at you,” she told him.
He lowered the zipper, slowly, knuckles grazing against her. Her own low moan echoed like thunder in her ears.
It had been so long since a man had wanted her. Since a man had made her want. She wanted to tense, go rigid at the thought of the invasion of privacy, of self. But her body was already yearning.
“Step out,” he murmured when her slacks pooled at her feet. As she blinked, opened her mouth to speak, he simply covered it with his. Gentle and warm, somehow reassuring even as the edge of something reckless shimmered at the edges.
Then his arms were around her, sliding and skimming over her back as he circled her, a kind of seductive waltz toward the doorway.
Nerves chased after the heat that rose to her skin. “Cade.”
“I want to take you in the light.” She was already his. No barrier of doubt would stop him. “So I can see you when you’re under me. When I’m inside you.”
At the door of the bedroom he lifted her. “There are all manner of things I’ve imagined doing to you in this bed. Let me.”
The sun streamed rich and gold with the spring evening. It washed over the bed, over her face as he laid her down. The mattress gave under his weight, and he linked his fingers with hers. Restraint and unity. And watching her, always watching her, he took her mouth.
Slowly at first, and sweetly, until her hands relaxed under his, until her lips softened, parted, invited. He felt her heartbeat begin to slow, begin to thicken. And as she opened for him, he changed the texture and set to ravage.
The sudden demand stabbed into her, shocking the senses, scraping the nerves. She arched as heat balled in her belly, and the groan strangled in her throat. He aroused her to shudders with his mouth.
He didn’t want her to anticipate. Wanted all her senses stunned and her mind empty of all but pleasure. She would think of him, only of him. He would see to it. When she was steeped in him, finally, he would have her.
Her body was slender, the muscles surprisingly firm, almost tough, with delicate skin a delightful contrast. He indulged himself in the taste of it, while part of him calculated how to exploit those nerves and destroy every barrier.
He dragged her up, hands rough, grip near to bruising, ripping another gasp from her as her head fell back, her hair tumbled. Then he used his fingertip to nudge the straps of her bra over each shoulder. He danced his fingers lightly over the swell, with his thumb circled her nipples through the cotton.
“Is it coming back to you yet?”
Her head was so heavy, her skin so hot. “What?”
“Good.”
He unhooked her bra, drew it aside. But when she reached for him, he pressed her hands flat on the bed, sliding them back until her elbows locked. “I want you to take this time. Take until you can’t take anymore. Then you’ll let go, and you’ll give. Everything.” His mouth all but savaged hers, ripping down to her gut with one jagged and panicked thrill.
She wanted to resist, to push him back before he dragged her over a line she’d sworn never to cross again. But then his mouth was on hers again, the scrape of teeth, the flick of tongue whipping hot points of pleasure into her. Her back arched, willful invitation, and her hips began to rock.
Little cries and whimpers, she couldn’t bite them back. Her arms trembled from the strain even as her body gloried in it. Something frantic was clawing inside her, fighting to break free.
A hard, fast orgasm shocked her eyes wide, left her stunned and embarrassed. Then he was pulling her against him, wrapping her close.
“Let go.”
He rolled her back on the bed, tugging off his shirt. Her eyes were blurred now, her breath as ragged as his. This time when she reached for him, he slid into her arms.
His mouth was urgent, his hands impatient as they molded and pressed and stroked. She dragged at his trousers, desperate now that nerves had been swallowed by needs. He stripped them aside, then sent her flying when he yanked up her hips and used his mouth on her.
Her hands locked around the rungs of the bed, as he’d once imagined. Her head whipped to the side as sensations, dark delights, swamped her. His taste, his scent flooded her senses, swelled them until there was nothing else. Her breath sobbed out an instant before her long, mindless cry of release.
Even as her hands went limp, he locked his around them. His heart was pounding, a rage of blood. The last lights of day, and the dying breeze of evening brushed over her face. Her hair was a wild mass over the pillows, her cheeks flushed.
He would remember this, always. And so, he promised himself, would she.
“Open your eyes. Tory, look at me.” When her lids fluttered up, he clung to the last link of control, bent his head, kissed her, long, deep. “Say my name.”
The pressure had built again, the terrible, glorious heat of it. “Cade.”
“Say it again.”
Her fingers flexed under his. She wanted to weep. Or scream. “Cade.”
“Again.” And plunged into her.
Her mind went brilliant. She moved with him, matching each slow, smooth stroke. Absorbing him, feeding on each individual sensation until they became one glorious feast.
Cade, hot and hard, inside her, the weight of him solid, strong. The spread soft and smooth on her back, the iron slick against her hands. And the last rays of light, going gray with dusk.
When the rhythm quickened, she was ready, she was eager, and enraptured by the way his eyes, the stunning blue of them, remained fixed on hers.
“Stay with me.” He was lost in her now. Drowning in her now. His heart beat brutally against hers as he buried his face in her hair.
With their hands still gripped, they let go.
She’d never been taken over so completely. Not by anyone. Not even the man she’d loved. Tory imagined she should be worried about it, but at the moment she couldn’t work up the energy for concerns and calculations.
She lay under him while the air in the room softened in the twilight. For the first time in much, much too long to remember, she felt completely relaxed, body and mind.
She had a hand tangled in his hair. It seemed all right to leave it there.
When he turned his head, and his lips brushed the side of her breast, she smiled at the lazy pleasure of it.
“I guess we celebrated after all,” she murmured, and wondered if it would be terribly rude to slide into sleep, just like this.
“We’ll be sure to find a lot more to celebrate from now on. I’ve been wanting to get you here since I helped you cart this bed in.”
“I know.” Her eyes were nearly closed, but she felt him move his head again, felt him look at her. “You weren’t all that subtle about it.”
“A lot more subtle than I wanted to be.” He thought of how he’d imagined gilding their first time with music, and candlelight.
“We did fine without them,” she said sleepily.
“Without what?”
“Without the music and …” Her eyes flew open, filled with horror, and met his considering ones. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” She tried to push up, push away, but the weight of him held her in place.
“What are you sorry for?”
“I didn’t mean to.” She pressed her hands into the bed, gripped the spread, and was already beginning to shake. “It won’t happen again. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to.”
“Read my mind?” He shifted so that he could brace on his elbows and frame her face in his hands. “Stop it.”
“I will. I’m terribly sorry.”
“No, damn it, Tory. Stop pulling in. Stop anticipating my reactions. And goddamn it, stop wondering if and when I’m going to take a crack at you.”
He shifted to sit up, then lifted her to face him. Her cheeks had lost that rosy, contented glow and were pale, her eyes looked strained, near to terrified. He hated it. “Did it ever occur to you that there might be times a man wouldn’t mind having a woman read his mind?”
“It’s an inexcusable breach of privacy.”
“Yeah, yeah.” To her shock, he rolled over and pulled her with him so she was sprawled over his chest. “Seems to me a few minutes back the two of us breached each other’s privacy pretty damn effectively. You want to snatch a stray thought out of my head, I’ll let you know if it pisses me off.”
“I don’t understand you.”
“You ought to have a pretty good clue since I’m lying here naked in your bed.” He kept his voice deliberately careless. “If that doesn’t do it, take another look inside, see what you find.”
She didn’t know whether to be insulted or horrified. “It’s not like that.”
“No? Tell me what it’s like then.” When she shook her head, he cupped the back of her neck and began to rub. “Tell me what it’s like.”
“I don’t read minds. It doesn’t happen by accident, or hardly ever. It’s just that we were very closely connected physically.”
“I can’t argue with that.”
“And I was nearly asleep. Sometimes it can sneak up on you when you’re drifting like that. You had an image in your head. It was a very clear, distinct thought, and it just came through. Candlelight, music playing, the two of us standing by the bed. I saw it in mine.”
“So … what were you wearing?” When her head snapped up, he shrugged. “Never mind. I can think that one through for myself. You get images, pictures of thoughts.”
“Sometimes.” He looked so relaxed, so at ease. Where was his anger? “God, you confuse me.”
“Good, it’ll keep you on your toes. Is that the way it always works?”
“No. No. Because if you have any decency, you don’t go poking into someone else’s private thoughts. I block them out. It’s simple enough, as they only come through with effort anyway, or if there’s a great deal of emotion on either side. Or if I’m very tired.”
“All right, then I’d say the next time we make love and you’re drifting off to sleep, I’d better keep any fantasies about Meg Ryan out of my head.”
“Meg …” Baffled, Tory sat up again, automatically crossing an arm over her breasts. “Meg Ryan.”
“Wholesome, sexy, smart.” Cade opened his eyes. “Seems to be my type.” He cocked his head, studied her. “Just trying to picture you as a blonde. It could work.”
“I’m not going to be a party to some prurient fantasy you’ve cooked up about a Hollywood actress.” Miffed, she started to climb off the bed, and found herself flat on her back again, and under him.
“Oh, come on, darling, just this once.”
“No.”
“God, you giggled. Meg, she’s got this sexy little giggle.” He nipped Tory’s shoulder. “Now I’m excited.”
“Get off me, you idiot.”
“I can’t.” He rushed wild kisses over her face, foolish and sweet as a puppy. “I’m a victim of my own helpless fantasies. Giggle again. I’m begging you.”
“No!” But she did. “Don’t! Don’t you even think about—Jesus.” Her laughing struggles stopped as he slid silkily inside her. Her hips arched up, and her hands gripped his hips. “Don’t you dare call me Meg.”
He lowered his head, chuckling as he took her.
They ate Lilah’s casserole and washed it down with wine. And tumbled back into bed with the eagerness and energy that fuels new lovers. They made love at moonrise, with the light shining silver over their joined bodies. Then slept with the windows open to a fitful breeze and the ripe green scents of the marsh.
“He’s coming back.”
Hope sat cross-legged on the porch of the Marsh House. The porch that hadn’t been there when she’d been alive. She tossed her handful of silver jacks, then began bouncing the little red ball while her hand darted, deft and quick, plucking the star-shaped metal.
“He’s watching.”
“Who? Who is he watching?” Tory was eight again, her thin face wary, her legs bruised.
“He likes to hurt girls.” She scooped up the last jack, tossed them again. “It makes him feel big, important. Twosies.” In that same steady rhythm she began snatching up pairs.
“He hurt other girls, too. Not just you.”
“Not just me,” Hope agreed. “You already know. Three-sies.” Jacks clattered, the ball thumped methodically on wood. A light breeze danced by, twined up with the scent of rambling roses and honeysuckle. “You already know, like when you saw the little boy’s picture that time. You knew.”
“I can’t do that anymore.” Inside the child’s chest, Tory’s heart began to swell and bump. “I don’t want to do that anymore.”
“You came,” Hope said simply, and moved onto four-sies. “You have to be careful not to go too fast, not to go too slow,” she continued, as she swiped a set of four and nipped the ball on the bounce. “Or you lose your turn.”
“Tell me who he is, Hope. Tell me where to find him.”
“I can’t.” She swept for another set and knocked a finger against another jack, sent it spinning. “Oops.” She looked over at Tory with clear eyes. “It’s your turn now. Be careful.”
Tory’s eyes shot open. Her heart was knocking against her ribs and her hand was curled into a tight fist. So tight she was nearly surprised that a little red ball didn’t roll out when she spread her aching fingers.
It was full dark now. The moon had set and left the world black and thick. The little breeze had gone with it so the air was still. Hushed.
She heard an owl, and the shrill bell sound of peepers. She heard Cade’s steady breathing in the dark beside her, and realized she’d moved to the edge of the bed, as far from him as was possible.
No contact in sleep, she thought. The mind was too vulnerable then to permit the luxury of casual snuggling.
She slipped out of bed and tiptoed into the kitchen. At the sink she ran water until it chilled, then filled a tumbler.
The dream had given her a desperate thirst, and had reminded her why she had no business sleeping with Kincade Lavelle.
His sister was dead, and if she wasn’t responsible, she was obligated. She’d felt obligated before, and had followed through. The path she’d taken had brought her great joy and shattering grief. She’d slept with another man then, given herself out of careless and innocent love.
When she’d lost him, lost everything, she’d promised herself she’d never make those choices, those mistakes again.
Yet here she was, opening herself to all that pain a second time.
Cade was the kind of man women fell in love with. The kind she could fall in love with. Once that step was taken, it colored everything you thought, everything you did and felt. In the bold hues of joy. In the drowning grays of despair.
So the step couldn’t be taken. Not again.
She would have to be sensible enough to accept the physical attraction, enjoy the results of it, and keep her emotions separate and controlled. What else had she done, nearly all of her life?
Love was a reckless, dangerous thing. There was always something lurking in the shadows, greedy and spiteful, just waiting to snatch it away.
She lifted the glass to her lips, and saw. Beyond the window, beyond the dark. In the shadows, she thought dully. Waiting. And the glass slipped from her fingers to shatter in the sink.
“Tory?” Cade shot out of sleep, out of bed, and stumbled in the dark. Cursing, he rushed toward the kitchen.
She stood under the harsh light, both hands at her throat, staring, staring at the window. “Someone’s in the dark.”
“Tory.” He saw the sparkle of broken glass that had jumped from the sink to the floor. He grabbed her hands. “Are you cut?”
“Someone’s in the dark,” she said again, in a voice much like a child. “Watching. From the dark. He’s been here before. And he’ll come back again.” Her eyes stared into Cade’s, through them, and all she saw were shadows, silhouettes. What she felt was cold. So much cold.
“He’ll have to kill me. I’m not the one, but he’ll have to because I’m here. It’s my fault, really. Anybody could see that. If I’d come with her that night, he’d have just watched. Like he’d done before. He’d have just watched and imagined doing it. Just imagined until he got hard and used his hand so he could feel like a man.”
Her knees went out from under her, but she protested as Cade swept her up. “I’m all right. I just need to sit down.”
“Lie down,” he corrected. When he put her back on the bed, he hunted up his trousers. “You stay in here.”
“Where are you going?” The sudden terror of being left alone brought strength back to her knees. She leaped up.
“You said someone was outside. I’m going to go look.”
“No.” Now the fear was all for him. “It’s not your turn.”
“What?”
She held up both hands and sank down onto the mattress. “I’m sorry. My mind’s confused. He’s gone, Cade. He’s not out there now. He was watching, earlier, I think earlier. When we were …” It made her queasy. “When we were making love, he watched.”
Grimly, Cade nodded. “I’ll look anyway.”
“You won’t find him,” she murmured, as Cade strode out.
But he wanted to. He wanted to find someone, and use his fists, use his fury. He switched on the outside lights, scanned the area washed in pale yellow. He walked to his truck, got a flashlight out of his toolbox, and the knife he kept there.
Armed, he circled the house, sweeping the light over the ground, into the shadows. Near the bedroom window, where the grass needed trimming, he crouched beside a flattened area where a man might have stood.
“Son of a bitch.” He hissed it between his teeth, and his hand tightened on the hilt of the knife. He straightened, spun around to stalk into the marsh.
He stood on the verge and strained against impotence. He could go in, thrash around, work off some of his anger. And by doing so leave Tory alone.
Instead he went back inside, left the knife and flashlight on the kitchen table.
She still sat there, her fists bunched on her knees. She lifted her head when he came in but said nothing. She didn’t have to.
“What we did together in here was ours,” Cade said. “He doesn’t change that.” He sat beside her, took her hand. “He can’t, if we don’t let him.”
“He made it dirty.”
“For him, not for us. Not for us, Tory,” he murmured, and turned her face to his.
She sighed once, touched the back of his hand with her fingers. “You’re so angry. How do you tie it up that way?”
“I kicked my truck a couple of times.” He pressed his lips to her hair. “Will you tell me what you saw?”
“His anger. Blacker than yours ever could be, but not … I don’t know how to explain, not substantial, not real. And a kind of pride. I don’t know. Maybe it’s more a satisfaction. I can’t see it—see him. I’m not the one he wants, but he can’t let me stay, he can’t trust me this close to Hope.
“I don’t know if those are my thoughts or his.” She squeezed her eyes shut, shook her head. “I can’t get him clear. It’s as if something’s missing. In him or in me, I don’t know. But I can’t see him.”
“It wasn’t a drifter who killed her. The way we thought all these years.”
“No.” She opened her eyes again, turned away from her own grief and toward his. “It was someone who knew her, who watched her. Us. I think I knew that even back then, but I was so afraid I closed it up. If I’d gone back the morning after, if I’d had the courage to go in with you and your father instead of telling you where she was, I might have seen. I can’t be sure, but I might’ve. Then it would’ve been over.”
“We don’t know that. But we can start to end it now. We’ll call the police.”
“Cade, the police …” Her throat wanted to close. “It’s very rare that even the most forward-thinking, open-minded cop listens to someone like me. I don’t expect to find that particular breed here in Progress.”
“Chief Russ might take some convincing, but he’ll listen to you.” Cade would make sure of it. “Why don’t you get dressed.”
“You’re going to call him now? At four in the morning.”
“Yeah.” Cade picked up the bedside phone. “That’s what he gets paid for.”
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Police Chief Carl D. Russ wasn’t a big man. He’d reached the height of five-feet-six-and-a-quarter when he was sixteen, and had stayed plugged there.
He wasn’t a handsome man. His face was wide and pitted with his ears stuck on either side like oversized cup handles. His hair was as grizzled as a used-up scouring pad.
He had a scrawny build and topped the scale at one thirty. Fully dressed and soaking wet.
His ancestors had been slaves, field-workers. Later they’d been sharecroppers eking out stingy livings on another man’s land.
His mother had wanted more for him, and had pushed, prodded, harangued, and browbeat until, mostly out of self-defense, he aimed for more.
Carl D.’s mother enjoyed the fact that her boy was police chief nearly as much as he did.
He wasn’t a brilliant man. Information cruised into his brain, meandering about, taking winding paths and detours until it settled down into complete thoughts. He tended to be plodding.
He also tended to be thorough.
But above all, Carl D. was affable.
He didn’t bitch and moan about being awakened at four in the morning. He’d simply gotten up and dressed in the dark so as not to disturb his wife. He’d left her a note on the kitchen board, and had tucked her latest honey-do list in his pocket on the way out.
What he thought about Kincade Lavelle being at Victoria Bodeen’s house at four in the morning, he kept to himself.
Cade met him at the door. “Thanks for coming, Chief.”
“Oh well, that’s all right.” Carl D. chewed contentedly on the stick of Big Red gum he was never without since his wife had nagged him into quitting smoking. “Had yourself a prowler, did you?”
“We had something. Let’s take a look around the side, see what you think.”
“How’s your family doing?”
“They’re fine, thanks.”
“Heard your aunt Rosie was down for a visit. You be sure to give her my best, now.”
“I’ll do that.” Cade shone his flashlight on the grass under the bedroom window, waited while Carl D. did the same, and pondered.
“Well, could be y’all had somebody standing there playing Peeping Tom. Might’ve been an animal.” He scanned with his light, chewed contemplatively.
“It’s a quiet spot, off the road a ways. Don’t see that anybody’d have good cause to be wandering ‘round out here. Guess they could come across from the road, or out through the swamp. You get any kind of a look?”
“No, I didn’t see anything. Tory did.”
“Guess I’ll talk to her first, then do some poking around. Anybody was out here’s hightailed it by now.”
He got creakily to his feet and swept his light over the darker shadows where the live oaks and tupelos closed in the swamp. “Yeah, this here’s a quiet spot, all right. Couldn’t pay me to live out this-a-way. Bet you hear frogs and owls and such all blessed night long.”
“You get used to them,” Cade said, as they walked around to the back door. “You don’t really hear them.”
“I guess that’s the way. You get so’s you don’t hear the usual sounds anymore. And something that’s not usual gives you a kind of jolt. Would you say that?”
“I suppose I would. And no, I didn’t hear anything.”
“Me, I’m what you call a light sleeper. Least little thing pops my eyes open. Now, Ida-Mae, she won’t stir if a bomb goes off.” He stepped into the kitchen, blinked at the bright lights, then politely removed his cap. “Morning, Miz Bodeen.”
“Chief Russ. I’m sorry for the trouble.”
“Don’t you worry about that. Would that be coffee I smell?”
“Yes, I just made it. Let me pour you a cup.”
“Sure would appreciate that. Heard you had a nice turnout at your store yesterday. My wife sure enjoyed herself. Got one of those wind chimes. Fussed about it the minute I got in the door. Nothing would do but I hang it up right off the bat. Makes a pretty sound.”
“Yes, they do. What would you like in your coffee?”
“Oh, a half a pound of sugar’s all.” He winked at her. “You don’t mind, we’ll sit down here and you can tell me about this prowler of yours.”
Tory shot Cade a look before she set out the coffee and sat. “Someone was at the window, the bedroom window, while Cade and I were …”
Carl D. took out his notepad and one of the three chewed-up pencils in his pocket. “I know this is a mite awkward for you, Miz Bodeen. You try to relax now. Did you get a look at the person at the window?”
“No. No, not really. I woke up, and came into the kitchen for a drink of water. While I was standing at the sink I … He was watching the house. Watching me, us. He doesn’t want me here. He’s stirred up that I came back.”
“Who?”
“The same man who killed Hope Lavelle.”
Carl D. set his pencil down, and tucking his gum in the pocket of his cheek, picked up his coffee to sip. “How do you know that, Miz Bodeen?”
Oh, his tone was mild, she thought, but his eyes were the cool, flat eyes of a cop. She knew cops’ eyes, intimately. “The same way I knew where to find Hope the morning after she was killed. You were there.” She knew her voice was belligerent, her posture defensive. She couldn’t help it. “You weren’t chief then.”
“No, I’ve only been chief for going on six years. Chief Tate, he retired, moved on down to Naples, Florida. Got himself a motorboat. Does a lot of fishing. Chief Tate, he always was one for fishing.”
Russ paused. “I was a deputy the summer little Hope Lavelle was murdered. Terrible thing. Worst thing ever happened around these parts. Chief Tate, he figured it was a drifter did what was done to that little girl. Never found any evidence to the contrary.”
“You never found anything,” Tory corrected. “Whoever killed her knew her. Just like he knows me and you and Cade. He knows Progress. He knows the swamp. Tonight he came up to the window of my house.”
“But you didn’t see him?”
“Not in the way you mean.”
Carl D. sat back, pursed his lips. Considered. “My wife’s granny on her ma’s side holds whole conversations with dead relatives. Now, I’m not saying that’s the true case or that it’s not, as I’m not the one having those chats. But in my job, Miz Bodeen, it comes around to facts.”
“The fact is I knew what had happened to Hope and where she could be found. The man who killed her knows that. Chief Tate didn’t believe me. He decided I’d been out there with her, then had run off when I got scared. Left her there. Or that I found her after she was dead, and just went home and hid until morning.”
There was kindness in Carl D.’s eyes. He’d raised two girls of his own. “You were hardly more than a baby yourself.”
“I’m grown up now, and I’m telling you the man who killed Hope was out there tonight. He’s killed others, at least one other. A young girl he picked up hitchhiking on the way to Myrtle Beach. He’s already targeted someone else. Not me. I’m not the one he wants.”
“You can tell me all this, but you can’t tell me who he is.”
“No, I can’t. I can tell you what he is. A sociopath who feels he has the right to do what he does. Because he needs it. Needs the excitement and the power of it. A misogynist who believes women are here to be used by men. A serial killer who has no intention of stopping or being stopped. He’s had a run of eighteen years,” she said quietly. “Why should he stop?”
“I didn’t handle that very well.”
Cade closed the back door, sat back down at the table. He and Carl D. had walked the property, scouted the edges of the swamp. They’d found nothing, no fresh footprints, no handy torn swatch of material on a tree branch.
“You told him what you know.”
“He doesn’t believe me.”
“Whether he does or not, he’ll do his job.”
“Like they did their job eighteen years ago.”
He said nothing for a moment. The reminder of that morning was always a quick, sharp jab to the gut. “Who are you blaming, Tory? The cops or yourself?”
“Both. No one believed me, and I couldn’t explain myself. I was afraid to. I knew I’d be punished, and the more I said, the worse the punishment. In the end, I did what I could to save myself.”
“Didn’t we all?” He pushed away from the table, went to the stove to pour coffee he didn’t want. “I knew she was out of the house that night. Knew she planned to sneak out. I didn’t say anything, not then, not the next day, not ever, about seeing her bike hidden. That night I considered it the code. You don’t tattle unless you’re going to get something out of it. So what if she wanted to ride off for a couple of hours?”
He turned back to see Tory watching him. “The next day, when we found her, I didn’t say anything. That was self-preservation. They’d blame me, as much as I blamed myself. After a while, there just didn’t seem to be a point. We were all missing a piece, and could never get it back. But I can go back to that night, replay it in my head. Only this time I tell my father how Hope’s stashed her bike, and he locks it up and gives her one hell of a talking-to. The next morning she wakes up safe in her bed.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Oh, Tory. So am I. I’ve been sorry for eighteen years. And over that time I’ve watched the sister I have left do whatever she could to ruin her life. I saw my father pull away from all of us as if being with us hurt more than he could stand. And my mother coat herself with layer on layer of bitterness and propriety. All because I was more interested in my own affairs than seeing to it Hope stayed in bed where she belonged.”
“Cade. There would have been another night.”
“There wouldn’t have been that one. I can’t fix it, Tory, and neither can you.”
“I can find him. Sooner or later, I will find him.” Or he’ll find me, she thought. He’s already found me.
“I have no intention of standing by this time while someone else I care about takes foolish risks.” He set the coffee aside. “You need to pack some things, go stay with your aunt and uncle.”
“I can’t do that. I have to stay here. I can’t explain it to you except to say I have to stay here. If I’m wrong, there is no risk. If I’m right, it won’t matter where I am.”
He wouldn’t waste time arguing. He’d simply find a way to arrange it as he thought best.
“Then I’ll pack a few things of my own.”
“Excuse me?”
“I’m going to be spending a lot of time here. It’ll be more convenient to have what I need close at hand. Don’t look so surprised. One night in bed doesn’t make us lovers. But that,” he said, pulling her to her feet, “is what we’re going to be.”
“You’re taking a lot for granted, Cade.”
“I don’t think so.” He caught her face in his hands, kissed her, sliding her closer until her lips softened, warmed, beneath his. “I don’t think I’m taking a thing for granted. Most particularly you. Let’s just say you get your feelings about things, Tory. Things you know without being able to explain them. So do I. I’ve had one of those feelings about you, and I’m going to stick close until I can explain it.”
“Attraction and sex aren’t such a puzzle, Cade.”
“They are when you haven’t found and fit in all the connecting pieces. You let me in, Tory. You won’t get me out again half as easy.”
“It’s a clever trick. How you manage to be annoying and comforting at the same time.” She drew away. “And I’m not sure I let you in at all. You just pretty much go where you please.”
True enough, and he wouldn’t bother to deny it. “Going to try to kick me out?”
“It doesn’t look like it.”
“Good, that saves us an argument. Well, since we’re up and dressed, why don’t we do some business?”
“Business?”
“I’ve got those samples out in the truck. I’ll bring them in, and we can negotiate.”
Tory glanced at the clock. It was still shy of seven. “Why not? This time you make the coffee.”
Faith waited until half past ten, when she was certain both her mother and Lilah had left for church. Her mother had long since given up expecting Faith to attend Sunday services, but Lilah was bullheaded about God and often considered herself His drill sergeant, whipping the troops out of bed and into church with threats of eternal damnation.
Whenever she was home, Faith was careful to hide and hide well on Sunday mornings. She made up for it by occasionally putting on a demure dress and presenting herself in the kitchen so Lilah could shuffle her off toward redemption.
But this particular Sunday she wasn’t in the mood to be obliging, or to sit on a hard pew and listen to a sermon. She wanted to sulk over a breakfast bowl of chocolate ice cream, and remind herself what bastards men were.
When she thought of all the trouble she’d gone through for Wade Mooney, she could just spit. Hadn’t she slathered herself all over with perfumed cream, slithered into the sexiest lingerie money could buy—and would have been perfectly willing for him to rip those bits of satin and lace right off her body, too. She’d dug out four-inch heels and had strapped herself in an excuse for a little black dress that shouted “I want to sin.”
She’d raided the wine cellar for two bottles that cost more than a college education, and when Cade found out, he was going to skin her for it.
And when she’d arrived at Wade’s, primed, polished, and perfumed, he hadn’t had the decency to be home.
Bastard.
Worse, she’d waited for him. She’d tidied up his bedroom like a little hausfrau, had lighted candles, put on music. Then had damn near nodded off during the vigil.
She’d waited another hour, till almost one in the morning, primed for a different purpose. Oh, how she’d wanted him to walk in the door so she could have kicked his inconsiderate ass all the way back down the steps.
It was his fault that she’d gotten half drunk on the wine, and certainly his that due to the alcohol content in her blood she’d misjudged the turn through the gates and had scraped the side of her car.
So it was absolutely his fault that she was sitting there on a Sunday morning, miserably hung over and stuffing ice cream in her face.
She never wanted to see him again.
In fact, she thought she would just give up men altogether. They weren’t worth the time and trouble they drained out of a woman. She’d just cut them out of her life, and find other areas of interest.
Cade walked in the door as Faith was digging her spoon back into the half-gallon carton, and since he knew what mood dictated that particular behavior, tried to slip right out again.
But he wasn’t quite quick enough.
“Oh, sit down. I’m not going to bite you.” She lighted a cigarette, then proceeded to smoke with one hand and eat with the other. “Everybody’s gone off to church to save their immortal souls. Aunt Rosie went with Lilah, I think. She likes to go to Lilah’s church more than she does Mama’s. I caught a glimpse of them as they were leaving. Aunt Rosie had a hat on big as a turkey platter and lime-green tennis shoes, so she couldn’t be going with Mama.”
“Sorry I missed it.” He got a spoon, sat, and scooped out some ice cream. “So, what’s wrong?”
“Why should anything be wrong? I’m just as content as a goose with a nest of golden eggs.” She blew out smoke, narrowed her eyes against it, and took a good look at him.
His hair was a little damp so the gilt edges of it stood out. That meant a recent shower, since Cade never bothered to do more than rub a towel over his hair to dry it off after one.
His eyes, blue as her own, were lazily content, his lips quirked in a half-assed smile.
She knew just what sort of activity put that look on a man’s face.
“You haven’t changed clothes since yesterday. Haven’t been home, have you? Well, well, well. I guess somebody got lucky last night.”
Cade licked his spoon, studied her in turn. “And I guess somebody didn’t. I’m not going to sit here and discuss my sex life over your breakfast ice cream.”
“You and Tory Bodeen. Isn’t that just perfect?”
“I like it.” Cade scraped out another spoonful. “Don’t get in the way of this, Faith.”
“Why should I? What do I care? Just don’t know what you see in her is all. She’s pretty enough, but she’s got a coolness around her. Sooner or later, she’ll freeze you out. She’s not made the way the rest of us are.”
“You’d find out differently if you took time to get to know her. She could use a friend, Faith.”
“Well, don’t look at me. I make a lousy friend. You can ask anyone. And I don’t even much like her. You want to bang her a few times, that’s your business. Hey!” She looked up, full of surprised insult, when he grabbed her wrist, thumped their joined hands to the table.
“It’s not like that.” His voice had gone soft as silk, and there was the warning gleam of temper in his eyes. “Sex isn’t a casual pastime to everyone.”
“You’re hurting me.”
“No, you’re hurting yourself.” He let her go, then rose to toss his spoon in the sink.
Thoughtfully, Faith rubbed her wrist. “What I’m doing is making damn sure I’m not hurt. You want to lay your heart out so somebody can stomp on it, that’s fine for you. But I’ll tell you one thing I know for sure. You don’t want to be falling in love with Tory. That’s something that’s never going to work.”
“I don’t know whether I want to or not. I don’t know whether it’ll work or not.” He turned back. “What you don’t seem to know, Faith, is how much you’re like her. The two of you, barricaded against your own feelings in case, just on the off chance, that something might sting. She does it by closing in, and you do it by acting out. But it’s the same damn thing.”
“I’m nothing like her!” She shouted it at him as he walked from the room. “I’m nothing like anybody but myself.”
Furious, she heaved her spoon across the room, and leaving the ice cream melting on the table, stormed upstairs to dress.
She had to take it out on somebody, and since, through the maze of her thinking it all stemmed back to Wade, he was elected. She dressed for this bout, too. She had her pride, and wanted to look stunning when she skewered him straight through the heart, ripped him into little pieces, then dumped him and danced away singing a happy tune.
She wore silk, tailored and trim in a deep blue to bring out her eyes and make him remember them. She started to shove open the door to his apartment, stopped herself, and knocked formally.
She heard yips and whines on the other side and rolled her eyes. He’d brought one of his sick mutts upstairs. How had she ever let herself get to this stage with a man who thought more of a stray dog than he did of a woman willing to jump his bones?
Thank God she’d come to her senses.
Then he opened the door, rumpled, sleepy-eyed, wearing only jeans he hadn’t bothered to button. And she remembered how she’d gotten to this stage with this particular man.
Her juices wanted to rise and churn, but she ignored them and, grabbing his hand, slapped the key into it.
“What?”
“That’s for starters. I have a few things to say to you, then I’ll take my leave.” She shoved him aside and strode in. She’d worn heels that showed off her legs in the short dress. Just to torment him.
“What time is it?”
She gritted her teeth. He was simply destroying her timing. “It’s nearly noon.”
“Oh Christ, it can’t be. I have to be at my mother’s in an hour.” He sank into a chair, buried his head in his hands. “I’ll probably be dead in an hour.”
“You will if I have anything to do with it.” She leaned down, sniffed, reared back. “You smell like the inside of a cheap bottle of bourbon.”
“It was an expensive bottle of bourbon, and I’m not inside it. It’s inside me.” His stomach rolled uneasily. “For the moment.”
“So.” She slapped her hands on her hips. “You were out getting drunk and tomcatting around half the night. I hope you enjoyed yourself.”
“I’m not entirely sure. I think I started out that way.”
“Because,” she continued, furious at the interruption, “that’s how you can spend every Saturday night from now on as far as I’m concerned.” Jealousy veered in and cut pride off at the pass. “Who the hell was she?”
“Who?” He took a chance and let go of his head. He was vaguely disappointed when it didn’t roll off his shoulders. “Who was who?”
“The little slut you think you can two-time me with and live.” She picked up the closest thing at hand—a small lamp—yanked the cord free, and heaved it. The resulting crash had howls coming from the bedroom and brought Wade unsteadily to his feet. “You son of a bitch. Is she still here?”
“Who? What the hell’s wrong with you? You broke my lamp.”
“I’ll break your neck before I’m done.” She whirled, raced into the bedroom intending to rake the eyes out of the woman who’d usurped her place.
On the bed stood a small black puppy, barking wildly and cowering against the pillows.
“Where is she?”
“Who?” Wade threw up his hands. His hair was standing on end and there was a kickboxer working out behind each of his eyes. “Where is who? What the hell are you talking about, Faith?”
“The bitch you’re sleeping with.”
“The only bitch I’ve slept with recently, besides you, is that one.” He gestured toward the bed. “And she’s only been here a couple of hours. Really, she means nothing to me.”
“You think you can joke about this? Just where were you last night?”
“I was out. Goddamn it.” He stalked to the bathroom, shoving bottles and tubes aside as he searched for aspirin in the medicine chest.
“You were out, all right. I came by at nine, and stayed till nearly one—” Damn it, she hadn’t meant to tell him she’d waited so long. “You never showed up.”
Ready to whimper, he shook out four pills, swallowed them with tepid tap water. “I don’t recall us having plans for last night. You don’t like to make plans. Ties you down, takes the excitement out of things.” He leaned back on the sink, stared at her balefully. “Well, this is exciting.”
“It was Saturday night. You had to know I’d come by.”
“No, Faith, I don’t have to know anything. You don’t want me to know anything.”
She tossed her head. They were getting off the subject. “I want to know where you were and who you were with.”
“That’s a lot of demands from someone who doesn’t want any strings.” His eyes might have throbbed like drums, but they could still go hard. “Straight sex, fun and games. Aren’t those the ground rules?”
“I don’t cheat,” she said with some dignity. “When I’m with a man, I don’t go off with another. I expect the same consideration.”
“I wasn’t with another woman. I was with Dwight.”
“Oh, that’s just a bullshit lie. Dwight Frazier’s a married man and he wasn’t out half the night drinking and carousing with you.”
“I don’t know where he was after about ten. Home tucked in with Lissy, I expect. They went to the movies, and I tagged along.” His voice had gone flat, his eyes cold and dull. “They went home. I bought a bottle, I went for a drive. I got drunk, I came home. If I’d done anything else, with anyone else, I’d have been free to do so. Same as you are. That’s the way you wanted it.”
“I never said that.”
“You never said different.”
“I’m saying different now.”
“You can’t have it all your way, Faith. You want to change things, you want it to be you and me, then we start adding some of my rules.”
“I didn’t say anything about rules.” He was twisting things. Just like a man. “I’m speaking of common courtesy.”
“And that means I sit around here and wait until you’re in the mood for my company? I don’t think so. We both come and go as we please, unless we’re pleased to be together. Or, we make this a relationship. No more sneaking in here or off to some motel. No more pretending we’re not involved. We’re either a couple or we’re not.”
“You’re making ultimatums?” Her voice snapped at the end, a whiplash of shock. “You’re making them to me after you kept me waiting here half the night?”
“Frustrating, isn’t it? The waiting. Pisses you off.” He pushed away from the sink and walked toward her. “Makes you feel used and sorry and hurt. I know.”
Stymied, she pushed a hand through her hair. “You never said anything about that.”
“You’d have taken off like a shot. That’s your style, Faith. Sometime last night while I was sitting down at the river with a bottle for company, it occurred to me that I didn’t like that about you, and I didn’t like it about myself that I let you be that way with me. So I’m telling you now. We try to make this work like people who give two damns about each other, or we walk away.”
“You know I care about you, Wade. What do you take me for?”
It was more, he thought, what she took herself for. “There was a time I’d have taken you no matter what. That time’s over. I want more now, Faith. If you can’t give it to me, or won’t, I’ll live with it. But I’m not settling for crumbs anymore.”
“I don’t understand this.” Shaken, she sat on the edge of the bed. The puppy crawled toward her on her belly, sniffing. “I don’t see how you can turn this around on me.”
“Not on you. On us. I want there to be an us, Faith. I’m in love with you.”
“What? Are you crazy?” She leaped up again, panic in every pore. “Don’t say that.”
“I’ve said it before, but you never listened. It didn’t matter enough. This time it’ll have to matter or I won’t say it again. I’m in love with you.” He caught her shoulders. “That’s the way it is, whatever you do about it.”
“What am I supposed to do about it?” There was a loose and fluttery sensation in her stomach she recognized as pure panic. “Oh, this is just a mess.”
“Your usual response to me telling you I love you is to run off and marry somebody else.” He lifted his brow as her mouth fell open.
“That’s not—I don’t—” Oh God, he was right. She did.
“We could try something new this time out. We could try dealing with this like normal people, and see where it goes. We could spend time with each other, do more together than jump into bed. There’s more between us than sex.”
She sniffled. “How do you know?”
He laughed a little, brushed at her hair. “All right, let’s say I want to find out if there’s more between us than sex.”
“What if there isn’t?”
“What if there is?”
“What if there isn’t?”
He sighed. “Then I guess we’ll end up spending a lot of time in bed. If there’s anything left of it,” he added, and stepped over to tug away the pillow the puppy was trying to chew to bits.
He was so solid, so smart and kind and handsome. And he loved her. But no one ever loved her for long. Lighten it up, Faith ordered herself, at least until her heart stopped jumping. “I don’t know about a relationship with a man who sleeps with little mongrel dogs.”
“Miss Dottie dropped her off this morning on her way to church. I was too hung over to do anything but plop us both in bed.”
“What’s wrong with her?”
“Who? Oh, the puppy. Nothing.” He leaned over, ruffled fur, scratched ears. “Bright-eyed and healthy. Had all her shots, and took them like a champ.”
“Then what are you doing with her?”
“Keeping her for you.”
“For me?” Faith took a full step back. “I don’t want a dog.”
“Sure you do.” He plucked the puppy from the bed, then pushed her into Faith’s arms. “Look, she likes you.”
“Puppies like everybody,” Faith protested, as she twisted her head to try to avoid the pup’s cheerful tongue.
“Exactly.” With the dimples flickering in his cheeks, Wade slipped his arms around Faith’s waist, sandwiching the puppy between them. “And everybody likes puppies. She’ll depend on you, entertain you, keep you company, and love you no matter what.”
“She’ll pee on the rug. She’ll chew my shoes.”
“Some. She’ll need discipline and training and patience. She’ll need you.”
They’d known each other most of their lives. Just because they’d spent most of their time together between the sheets didn’t mean she didn’t have clues as to how his mind worked.
“Is this a dog or a life lesson you’re giving me?”
“Both.” He leaned over to kiss Faith’s cheek. “Give it a try. If it doesn’t work out, I’ll take her back.”
The puppy was warm and trying desperately to snuggle in the curve of Faith’s neck and shoulder. What was going on? It seemed everyone was hammering at her all at once. First Boots, then Cade, and now Wade.
“You’ve got my head spinning. I can’t keep up with you today, and that’s the only reason I’m agreeing to this.”
“To us, or to the puppy?”
“A little bit of both.”
“That’s a good enough start for me. There’s puppy food in the kitchen. Why don’t you go feed her while I get a shower? I’m going to be late for dinner at my folks’. Why don’t you come with me?”
“Thanks, but I’m not ready for family dinners quite yet.” She remembered, all too well, the cool, clear gleam in his mother’s eyes. “Go on and shower. You stink worse than a litter of puppies.” She frowned as she carried the puppy into the kitchen. She wasn’t sure if she was ready for any of this. Any of it at all.
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Tory had barely unlocked the door on Monday morning when it chimed open.
“Morning. I’m Sherry Bellows. I tied my dog to your bench outside. Hope that’s all right.”
Tory glanced out, saw a hairy mountain sitting docilely on the sidewalk. “It’s fine. He’s big, isn’t he? And beautiful.”
“He’s a doll baby. We just got back from a morning run in the park, and I thought I’d stop in. I was here Saturday for a little while. You had quite a crowd.”
“Yes, it kept me busy. Is there something I can show you, or would you just like to browse?”
“Actually, I wondered if you were thinking of taking on any help.” Sherry flipped back her ponytail, lifted her arms. “I’m not exactly dressed for job hunting,” she said with a smile, and tugged the damp T-shirt down over her running shorts. “But I just followed impulse. I teach at the high school. Will teach. Summer classes starting middle of June, then full-time in the fall.”
“It doesn’t sound like you need a job.”
“I’ve got the next couple of weeks, then Saturdays and half days through September. I’d enjoy working in a place like yours and the extra money a part-time job would bring in. I put myself through college working retail, so I know the ropes. I can give you references, and I don’t have a problem working for minimum wage.”
“To tell you the truth, Sherry, I haven’t really thought about hiring, at least not until I see how the business goes for the first few weeks.”
“It can’t be easy to run the place solo.” If there was one thing Sherry had learned while pursuing her teaching degree, it was persistence. “No breaks, no time to do paperwork or check inventory or make your orders. Since you’re open six days a week, that doesn’t give you much opportunity to run errands. Do your banking, your shopping. I imagine you ship, don’t you?”
“Well, yes—”
“You’d have to close the shop every time you needed to scoot down to the post office, or wait to ship orders until the next morning before you opened. That adds extra hours to your day. Anybody who can put together a business like this, on her own, knows her time is worth money.”
Tory took another good look. Sherry was young, pretty, damp from jogging. And very direct. And she had a point. Tory had been in the shop since eight, boxing orders for shipping, doing paperwork, rushing to the bank and the post office.
Not that she didn’t enjoy it. It gave her a lovely flush of satisfaction. But it would become more and more demanding as time went on.
At the same time she wasn’t sure she wanted to share her shop with anyone, even part-time. There was a deep pleasure in having it all to herself. And that, she admitted, was indulgent and impractical.
“You’ve caught me off guard. Why don’t you write down your address and phone number, and those references.” Tory walked behind the counter for her clipboard. “Give me some time to think about it.”
“Terrific.” Sherry took the pen Tory offered, tapped it on the clipboard. “And I come with a partner, a two-for-one deal.” She nodded toward the window where two women had stopped to admire Mongo. “He’s so precious people can’t help but want to give him a good pet. Since they’re standing there, they’ll just have to look at your display. I bet they come in.”
“Clever.” Tory lifted a brow. “Maybe I should just buy a dog.”
Sherry laughed and began to write. “Oh, you’d never find another like my Mongo. And as good as he is, he can’t ring up sales.”
“Good point. And good call,” she added quietly, when the two women stepped into the shop.
“Is that your dog?”
“He’s mine.” Sherry turned, beaming. “I hope he didn’t bother you.”
“Why, he’s the sweetest thing. Just a great big ball of fur.”
“Gentle as a lamb,” Sherry assured them. “We just had to stop in and see all the pretty things in here. Isn’t this a wonderful place?”
“Very nice. I don’t recall seeing it before.”
“We just opened Saturday,” Tory told her.
“I haven’t been down this part of town for quite a while.” The woman glanced around. Her friend was already wandering. “I do like those candle stands in the window. We’ve just moved into a new house and I’m doing some redecorating.”
“I’ll get them out for you.” Tory glanced at Sherry. “Excuse me.”
“Oh you go right on, take your time.”
Sherry watched as Tory assisted the customers. Low-key, she noted. Well, she could do low-key, let the merchandise sell itself. But she didn’t think it would hurt if she chatted. It was so hard for her not to, and she thought it might be a nice balance against Tory’s quiet class.
She’d get the job, Sherry determined, as she continued to write and keep one eye on the procedure. She was good at talking people into things, and she really could use the extra money.
To gild the lily a bit, she enthused over the customers’ choices, drew them into friendly conversation while Tory boxed and wrapped. They left happy, and well loaded down.
“That was nice. But I think you could have talked Sally into those garden plaques.”
“If she wants them, she’ll be back.” Amused, Tory filed the credit card receipts. “And I’m banking on her friend talking her into it over lunch. You’re good with people. Do you know anything about crafts?”
“I’m a very fast learner. And since I admire your taste in merchandise, it’ll be an easy lesson. I can start right away.”
Tory was on the point of agreeing. Something about Sherry hit all the right notes. Then the door opened, and her mind emptied of everything but terrorized shock.
“Hello there, Tory.” Hannibal spread his lips in a wide, wide smile. “Been a while.” He shifted his eyes, spread that bright look over Sherry. “That your dog out there, missy?”
“Yes, that’s Mongo. I hope you didn’t mind him.”
“Oh no, indeed. Looks to be as friendly as a Sunday social. Mighty big dog for a little thing like you. Saw you running with him in the park a while ago. Couldn’t tell who was leading who.”
Sherry felt a quick ripple of unease, but managed a laugh. “Oh, he lets me think I’m in charge.”
“A good dog’s a faithful friend. More faithful than people, mostly. Tory, aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend here? Hannibal Bodeen,” he said, before Tory could speak, and held out the big hand he’d so often used to silence her. “I’m Victoria’s daddy.”
“It’s nice to meet you.” Relaxed again, Sherry gave his hand a warm shake. “You must be so proud of your daughter, and what she’s done here.”
“Hardly a day goes by I don’t think of it.” His eyes pinned Tory again. “And her.”
Tory shoved at the edges of shock. If he was here she had to deal with him. And deal with him alone. “Sherry, I appreciate your coming in. I’ll look this over, and call you soon.”
“I appreciate that. I’m trying to talk your daughter into hiring me. Maybe you could put in a good word. Nice to have met you, Mr. Bodeen. I’ll wait to hear from you, Tory.”
She walked out, crouched by the dog. Tory could hear her delighted laughter and the dog’s welcoming bark through the closed door.
“Well now.” He put his hands on his hips and turned to study the shop. “This is quite a place you’ve got here. Looks like you’re doing pretty well for yourself.”
He hadn’t changed. Why hadn’t he changed? Did he look older? He didn’t seem to. He hadn’t lost his girth or his hair or that dark gleam in his eyes. Time didn’t seem to touch him. And when he turned back, she felt herself shrinking, she felt the years, and all the effort she’d put into remaking herself, slipping away.
“What do you want?”
“Real well for yourself.” He stepped up to the counter, closing the distance. And she saw she’d been wrong, at least partially wrong. There was some age on his face, carved into deep lines around his mouth, sagging in his jowls, scored across his brow like whiplashes. “You come back here to flaunt that in your old hometown. ‘Pride goeth before a fall,’ Victoria.”
“How did you know I was here? Did Mama tell you?”
“A father’s a father all of his life. I’ve kept my eye on you. Did you come back here to boast, and to shame me?”
“I came back here for myself. It has nothing to do with you.” Lies, lies, lies.
“It was here you set the town talking, had them pointing fingers. It was here you defied me and the Lord for the first time. The shame of what you did and what you were drove me from here.”
“Margaret Lavelle’s money in your pocket drove you from here.”
A muscle jumped in his cheek. A warning. “So, people are talking already. I don’t care for that. ‘A liar giveth ear to a naughty tongue.’”
“They’ll talk more if you spend any time around here. And those who are looking for you are bound to find you. I’ve been to see Mama. She’s worried about you.”
“Got no cause to. I’m head of my own house. A man comes and goes as he sees fit.”
“Runs. You ran after you were caught and arrested and charged for assaulting that woman. You lit out and left Mama alone. And when they catch you this time, there won’t be probation. They’ll put you behind bars.”
“You mind your mouth.” His hand shot out. She was prepared for a blow, was braced for it, but he grabbed her shirtfront and hauled her half over the counter. “You show me respect. You owe me your life. It was my seed started you into this world.”
“To my everlasting regret.” She thought of the scissors under the counter. Imagined them in her hand as he dragged her over another inch. And wondered, as she looked into the terrible and familiar rage in his face, if she was capable of using them. “If you lay a hand on me, I swear I’ll go straight to the police. You hit me, and I’ll tell them, and I’ll tell them of all the times you left me bruised and battered. When I’m done—”
She gasped, fought not to cry out when he yanked her hair back with his free hand and the rough edge of his fingers scraped like a burn over the side of her throat. Tears of pain leaked out of her eyes and made her voice rasp. “When I’m done, they’ll put more bars around you. I swear it. Now, you let me go, and you walk out of here. I’ll forget I ever saw you.”
“You would dare to threaten me?”
“It’s not a threat. It’s a fact.” The fury and hate rolling out of him almost smothered her. She could feel her throat closing against it, her chest clogging. She wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer. “Let me go.” She kept her eyes on his as she slid her hand under the counter, feeling for the scissors. “Let me go before someone comes through and sees you.”
Emotions lit over his face. Fear added to the mix of violence pumping from him. Her fingers brushed the cool metal handles, and he jerked her to the side, all but rammed her into the cash register.
“I need money. You give me what you’ve got in there. You owe me for every breath you’ve ever taken.”
“There isn’t much. It won’t take you far.” She opened the cash drawer, pulled out money with both hands. Anything to get him out, anything to get him away.
“That lying whore back in Hartsville will burn in hell.” He kept his hand on her hair as he stuffed the money in his pocket. “And so will you.”
“You’ll already be there.” She didn’t know why she did it. She couldn’t foresee future events, she couldn’t predict. That was one small blessing. But she focused her eyes on his and spoke as if ripe with visions. “You won’t live the year out, and you’ll die in pain and fear and fire. You’ll die screaming for mercy. The mercy you never gave me.”
He went white and shoved her away from him so that her back hit the wall and supplies tumbled. He lifted an arm, pointing. “‘Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.’ You remember that. You tell anyone you saw me here today, I’ll come back for you and do what should have been done the minute you were born. Born with a cowl over your face. Devil’s mark. You’re already damned.”
He shoved out the door, ducked his head, and hurried away. Tory simply slid down to the floor. Already damned? She stared blankly at the scissors, teetering on the edge of the under counter. She’d nearly had them in her hand, very nearly …
One of them would have been in hell if she’d firmed her grip on them. She wasn’t sure she would have cared which one of them. At least it would’ve been over.
She brought her knees up, pressed her face into them, and curled into a ball as she’d done so often as a child.
That’s how Faith found her when she came in with a wriggling puppy under her arm.
“Jesus, Tory!” With one glance she took in the open and empty register, the scatter of supplies, and the woman trembling on the floor. “God, are you hurt?”
She set the puppy down, and as it scampered joyfully away, rushed behind the counter. “Let’s have a look, let me have a look at you.”
“I’m all right. It’s nothing.”
“Getting robbed in broad daylight in this town is something. You’re shaking all over. Did they have a gun, a knife?”
“No. No. It’s okay.”
“I don’t see any blood. Well, ouch, you’re a little raw back here on the neck. I’ll call the police. You want a doctor?”
“No! No police, no doctor.”
“No police? I just saw some big brute of a man skulking out of here, walk in, and see your cash register open, empty, and you sprawled behind the counter, and you don’t want the police? What do they do in the big city when they get robbed, make cupcakes?”
“I wasn’t robbed.” Exhausted, she let her head fall back and rest against the wall. “I gave him the money. Under a hundred dollars. The money doesn’t matter.”
“Then you want to give me some while you’re at it, ‘cause if that’s how you plan to run your business, you won’t be here very long.”
“I’m going to be here. I’m going to stay here. Nothing’s going to make me run away again. Nothing. No one. Not ever again.”
Faith didn’t have much experience with hysteria, unless it was her own, but she thought she recognized it in the rise of Tory’s voice, the sudden wildness in her eyes.
“That’s the spirit. Why don’t we just get up off the floor here, go on in the back a minute.”
“I said I’m all right.”
“Then you’re stupid or a liar. Either way, let’s go.”
Tory tried to push her away, tried to stand on her own, but her legs wouldn’t manage it. They buckled as Faith pulled her up and left her no choice but to lean.
“We’ll just go on back. I’m going to leave the puppy out here.”
“The what?”
“Don’t you worry about her. She’s about half housebroken. You got anything back here to drink that’s got a bite to it?”
“No.”
“That figures. Tidy Tory wouldn’t have herself a bottle of Jim Beam in the drawer. Now, sit down, catch your breath, then tell me why I’m not calling the police.”
“It would just make it worse.”
“Because?”
“Because it was my father you saw leaving the store. I gave the money to him so he’d go away.”
“He put that mark on you.” When Tory simply stared, Faith drew a deep breath in and out. “Guess it’s not the first time. Oh, Hope didn’t tell me. I imagine you swore her to secrecy, but I had eyes. I saw you with bruises and welts plenty of times. Always had a story about falling down or running into something, but the funny thing was, I never noticed you being clumsy. As I recall, you had a number of those welts and bruises the morning you came to tell us about Hope.”
Faith walked over to the minifridge, found a bottle of water, opened it. “Is that why you didn’t meet her that night? Because he’d walloped you?” She held out the water, gauging Tory’s silence. “I guess I’ve been focusing my blame on what happened back then on the wrong person.”
Tory took the water, soothed her throat. “The person to blame is the one who killed her.”
“We don’t know who that is. It’s more of a comfort to put blame on a face and a name. You can pick up that phone, call the police, and bring charges. Chief Russ’ll go after him.”
“I just want him gone. I don’t expect you to understand.”
“People never do. But surprise.” Considering Tory, Faith eased a hip onto the desk. “My papa rarely raised a hand to me. I think I got a swat on the butt from time to time, and shame the devil, less often than I deserved it. But he sure knew how to shout, and how to strike terror in a young girl’s heart.”
Oh God, she missed him. It catapulted into her. The longing for her father.
“Not because I thought he’d take a strap to me,” she said quietly now. “But because he let me know every time I let him down. I was afraid to let him down. That’s not the same thing as this, I know it. But I’m asking myself, if he’d been a different kind of father, a different kind of man, and I spent my life being afraid, what would I do?”
“You’d call the police and have him thrown in jail.”
“Damn right. But that doesn’t mean I don’t understand why you aren’t. When Papa was cheating with that woman, I never told my mother. For a while I actually believed she didn’t know, but I didn’t tell her. I thought maybe it would all go away. I was wrong, but thinking it gave me some peace of mind.”
Steadier, Tory set the bottle of water on the desk. “Why are you being nice to me?”
“I have no idea. Never did like you much, but that was mostly because Hope did and I was contrary. Right now you’re sleeping with my brother, and it occurs to me that he means more to me than I realized. It makes sense to get to know you so I can see how I feel about all that.”
“So you’re being nice to me because I’m having sex with Cade.”
The dry way it was phrased tickled Faith’s humor. “In a roundabout way. And I’ll tell you this because it’ll piss you off. I feel sorry for you.”
“You’re right.” Tory got to her feet, grateful the trembling had stopped. “It pisses me off.”
“Figured. You don’t like sympathy. But the fact is, no one should be afraid of her own father. And no man has the right, blood kin or not, to leave bruises and scars on a child. Now, I’d better go see what kind of trouble that puppy’s gotten herself into out there.”
“Puppy?” Tory’s eyes went wide. “What puppy?”
“My puppy. Haven’t named her yet.” Faith strolled out, and let out a hoot of laughter. “Isn’t that the cutest thing? She’s just a little darling.”
The little darling had found the tissue paper and was currently waging a war on it. Casualties were many and scattered like snow over the floor. She’d managed to find a roll of ribbon as well, and most of that was wound around her chubby torso.
“Oh, for God’s sake.”
“Don’t take on so. Can’t be more than five dollars’ worth of supplies. I’ll pay for them. There’s my baby.”
The pup barked joyfully, tripped over a tail of ribbon, and sprawled adoringly at Faith’s feet. “I swear, I never thought a little bit of a thing like this could make me laugh so much. Look at you, Mama’s baby doll, all wrapped up like Christmas.”
She lifted the puppy high and made cooing noises.
“You’re acting like an idiot.”
“I know. But isn’t she sweet? She just loves me to death, too. Mama’s got to clean up this mess now before the mean lady scolds my baby.”
Already on her hands and knees, Tory looked up. “You set that shop wrecker down in here again, I’ll bite your ankle.”
“I’ve been teaching her to sit. She’s smart as a new hat. Just watch.” Despite the threat, Faith set the pup down, kept one hand on its rump. “Sit. Be a good girl now. Sit for Mama.”
The puppy leaped forward, slapped its tongue against Tory’s face, then chased its own tail.
“Some new hat.”
“Isn’t she precious?”
“Downright adorable. But she doesn’t belong in here.” Gathering up the bulk of the ruined supplies, Tory rose. “Go take her for a walk or whatever.”
“We were going to buy a nice pretty set of bowls for her food and water.”
“Not my bowls. You are not buying handcrafted pottery bowls designed by artisans for puppy chow.”
“What do you care what I use it for as long as I pay the price?” Only more determined, Faith marched over, scooped up the pup, and picked out two matching bowls of royal blue with bold emerald swirls. “We like these. Don’t we, darling? Don’t we, sweet-ums?”
“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”
“A sale’s a sale, isn’t it?” Faith crossed to the counter, set the bowls down. “Ring me up, and don’t forget to add the cost of the supplies.”
“Forget the supplies.” Behind the counter, Tory dumped the tissue in the wastebasket, then dealt with the transaction. “That’s fifty-three dollars and twenty-six cents. For puppy bowls.”
“Fine. I’ll pay cash. Here, hold her a minute.”
Faith pushed the pup at Tory so she could dig into her purse.
Charmed despite herself, Tory gave the puppy a nuzzle. “You’re going to be eating like a queen, aren’t you? A regular queen bee.”
“Queen Bee. Why, that’s just perfect.” Faith laid the money on the counter and snatched the puppy back. “That’s who you are, Queen Bee. I’m going to get you a fancy collar that sparkles.”
Tory shook her head as she made change. “I’m seeing a whole new side of you, Faith.”
“So am I. I kinda like it. Come on, Bee, we’ve got places to go and people to see.” She gathered up the shopping bag. “I don’t think I can get the door.”
“I’ll get it.” Tory opened it, and after a minute’s hesitation, touched Faith’s arm. “Faith. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. Your makeup could use a little freshening,” she added, and left.
She didn’t intend to get involved. The way Faith looked at it, other people’s personal lives were fascinating to speculate about, to gossip about, but all from a safe and smug distance.
But she kept seeing the way Tory had looked curled up behind the counter, with ribbon and tape and silver cords scattered around her.
She kept seeing that ugly red mark on Tory’s neck.
There’d been marks on Hope. She hadn’t seen them, no one had let her see them. But she’d known.
She didn’t hold with a man pushing a woman around, that’s all there was to it. When it was kin, you didn’t run to the police. But there were other ways to make things right.
She bent to kiss Bee’s head, then walked straight to the bank to tell J.R. what had happened to his niece.
He didn’t waste time. J.R. canceled his next appointment, told his assistant manager he had to leave on personal business, and set out for Tory’s shop at such a brisk pace his shirt was damp with sweat by the time he got there.
She had customers, a young couple who were debating over a blue-and-white serving platter. Tory was giving them room, staying on the other side of the shop replacing the candle stands she’d sold that morning.
“Uncle Jimmy. Is it heating up out there? You’re flushed. Can I get you something cold?”
“No—yes,” he decided. It would give him time to compose himself. “Whatever you’ve got handy, honey.”
“I’ll just be a minute.” She went into the back, then leaned on the door and cursed. She’d seen it in his eyes. Faith must’ve made a beeline to the bank. So much for trust, Tory thought, wrenching open the refrigerator. So much for understanding.
Then drawing a cleansing breath, she carried the can of ginger ale out to her uncle.
“Thanks, honey.” He took a good long swig. “Ah, why don’t I buy you lunch?”
“It’s not even noon, and I brought something from home. I don’t want to close the shop in the middle of the day. But thanks. Gran and Cecil get off all right this morning?”
“First thing. Boots tried to talk them into staying a few days, but you know your gran. She likes to be in her own. Always itchy when she’s away from home.”
The young couple started out, with the woman glancing back wistfully. “We’ll come back.”
“I hope you do. Enjoy your day.”
“All right, now let me see.” The door had hardly closed when J.R. set down the ginger ale and took Tory’s shoulders. He studied the raw skin on the side of her neck. “Oh, sweetie. That bastard. Why didn’t you call me?”
“Because there was nothing you could do. Because it was over. And because there wasn’t a point in worrying you, which is all Faith’s done by running down and telling you.”
“Now, you stop that. She did exactly what was right, and I’m beholden to her for it. You didn’t want to call the police, and maybe, well, maybe it’s easier on your mother if we don’t. But I’m family.”
“I know.” She let him draw her into a hug. “He’s gone now. All he wanted was money. He’s scared, running scared. They’ll catch him before long. I just want it to be away from here. Away from me. I can’t help it.”
“Of course you can’t. I want a promise from you.” Gently, J.R. held her out at arm’s length. “If you see him around again, even if he doesn’t try to get near you, I want you to promise you’ll tell me right off.”
“All right. But don’t worry. He got what he came for. He’s miles away by now.”
She needed to believe it.
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She believed it for the rest of the day. She covered herself with the thin, battle-scarred armor of that belief through the long afternoon. And though she knew it was foolish, she opened one of the candles wrapped and ribboned on display and set it on the counter.
She hoped the light and scent of it would help dispel some of the ugly film her father’s visit had smeared on the air.
At six, she locked up, then caught herself scanning the street as she had done for weeks when she’d escaped to New York. It angered her that he could put that cautious anxiety back in her step, that jolt back in her heart.
Had she really stood in the ruin of her mother’s house and claimed she could and would face down her father and all that fear if he dared slither into her life again?
Where was her courage now?
All she could do was promise herself she would find it again.
But she locked the car doors the minute she was inside, and her pulse jittered as she constantly shifted her glance from the road ahead to the rearview mirror on the drive home.
She passed cars, even stirred herself to wave at Piney as his pickup rumbled by with a quick toot of the horn. Field-work would be done for the day, she thought. Hands would be heading home. And so would the boss.
So it was with an irritating bump of disappointment that she turned into her lane and found it empty. She hadn’t realized she’d been expecting Cade to be there, anticipating it. True, she hadn’t greeted his statement that he was basically moving in with any real enthusiasm. But the more she thought of it, the easier it had been to accept. And once accepted, enjoyed.
It had been a very long time since she’d wanted companionship. Someone to share the day with, to talk over inconsequential things with, to find little things to laugh over, complain about.
To have someone there when the night seemed too full of sound, and movement, and memories.
And what was she giving back? Resistance, arguments, irritable and unstated agreement.
“Just general bitchiness,” she murmured, as she climbed out of the car. That, at least, she could stop. She could do what women traditionally did to make up for petty crimes. She could fix him a nice dinner, and seduce him.
The idea lifted her mood. Wouldn’t he be surprised when she made the moves for a change? She hoped she remembered how, because it was about time she took back a little control. By doing so she’d take some of the responsibility for whatever was going on between them off his shoulders.
She’d tried to please Jack that way, and then …
No. She pushed that train of thought firmly away as she unlocked her front door. Cade wasn’t Jack, and she wasn’t the same woman she’d been in New York. Past and present didn’t have to connect.
When she entered she knew that was just one more delusion. She knew he’d been there, inside what she’d tried to make her own home. Her father.
There’d been little for him to destroy, and she didn’t think he’d put much effort into it. He hadn’t come in to break her few pieces of furniture, or punch holes in the walls. Though he had done some of both.
Her chair was overturned, and he’d taken something sharp to the underside. The lamp she bought only days before was shattered, the table she’d hoped to refinish tossed into the corner with one of its legs snapped like a twig.
She recognized the size and shape of the dents in the wallboard. It was his signature mark, left when for whatever reason he chose to use fists on inanimate objects instead of his daughter.
She left the door open, an escape route in case her instincts were off and he was still in the house.
But the bedroom was empty. He’d yanked off the bed-clothes, ripped at the mattress. She supposed the iron bed frame had been more trouble to him than it was worth, as he’d left it be.
The drawers of her dressers were pulled out, her clothes heaped in piles. No, he hadn’t really wanted to destroy her things, she mused, or he’d have taken that sharp tool to her clothing as well. He’d done that before, to teach her a lesson about dressing appropriately.
He’d been looking for more money, or for things he could easily sell for cash. If he’d been drinking, it would have been worse. If he’d been drinking, he’d have waited for her. As it was … She bent down to pick up a rumpled blouse, then let out a cry of despair when she saw the small carved wooden box she used to hold her jewelry.
She pounced on it, sinking down when she found it empty. Most of what she’d owned had been trinkets, really. Good trinkets, carefully selected, but easily replaced.
But among them had been the garnet and gold earrings her grandmother had given her when she’d turned twenty-one. Earrings that had been her own great-grandmother’s. Her only heirloom. Priceless. Irreplaceable. Lost.
“Tory!”
The alarm in Cade’s voice, the rush of footsteps, brought her quickly to her feet. “I’m all right. I’m here.”
He burst into the room, had her pinned against him before she could say another word. Tangled waves of fear and release pumped from him, over and into her.
“I’m all right,” she repeated. “I just got here. Minutes ago. He was already gone.”
“I saw your car, the living room. I thought—” He tightened his grip, pressed his face into her hair. “Just hold on a second.”
He knew what it was to have terror dig slick claws into his throat. He’d never thought he’d feel it again.
“Thank God you’re all right. I meant to be here before you, but I got hung up. We’ll call the police, then you’re coming to Beaux Reves. I should have taken you there this morning.”
“Cade, there’s no point in all that. It was my father.” She drew away, set the box down on the dresser. “He came to the shop this morning. We had words. This is just his way of letting me know he can still punish me.”
“Did he hurt you?”
“No.” The denial was quick and automatic, but his gaze had already landed on the side of her neck.
He said nothing. He didn’t have to. His eyes went dark, narrowed into slits, as violence—she knew how to recognize violence—swam into them. Then he turned away and found the phone.
“Cade, wait. Please. I don’t want to call the police.”
His head snapped up, and that same narrowed rage snapped out at her. “You don’t always get what you want.”
Sherry Bellows celebrated her potential job by opening a bottle of wine, turning up her Sheryl Crow CD as loud as her neighbors would tolerate, and dancing around her apartment.
Everything was working out perfectly.
She loved Progress. It was exactly the sort of small, close-knit town she wanted to be a part of. The stars, she thought, had been well aligned when she’d followed instinct and applied for the position at Progress High.
She liked the other teachers. Though Sherry didn’t know all her associates very well as yet, that would all change in the fall when she started full-time.
She was going to be a wonderful teacher, someone her students could come to with their problems and their questions. Her classes were going to be fun, and she’d inspire her students to read, to enjoy, to seek out books for pleasure, planting the seeds for a lifelong love affair with literature.
Oh, she’d make them work, and work hard, but she had so many ideas, so many fresh and wonderful notions on how to make the work interesting, even entertaining.
Years from now, when her students looked back, they’d remember her fondly. Miss Bellows, they’d say. She made a difference in my life.
It was all she’d ever wanted.
Wanted it enough, she thought now, to study like a demon, to work long and hard to subsidize her scholarship. It had been worth every penny.
She had the bills to prove it.
But that was only money, and she’d found a way to deal with that.
Working at Southern Comfort was going to be a delight. It would help ease the burden of those student loans, give her a little financial breathing room. But more, it would provide her with one more access to the community. She’d meet people, make friends, and before long she’d be a familiar face in Progress.
She was already widening her circle. Her neighbors in the building, Maxine at the vet’s. And she planned to cement that connection by giving a party, a kind of potluck get-together sometime in June. A summer kickoff, she mused, that wouldn’t conflict with anyone’s plans.
She’d invite Tory, too, of course. And Dr. Hunk, the dreamily dimpled vet. She’d definitely like to get to know him better, she decided, as she poured a second glass of wine.
She’d ask the Mooneys. Mr. Mooney at the bank had been so helpful when she’d set up her new accounts. Then there was Lissy at the realtors. A tongue wagger, Sherry admitted, but it was always good to have the town gossip in your camp. You found out such interesting things. And she was married to the mayor.
Another looker, Sherry remembered, with a great smile and a superior butt. A bit of a flirt, too. It was a good thing she’d found out he was married.
She wondered if it would be presumptuous to invite the Lavelles. They were, after all, the VIPs of Progress. Still, Kincade Lavelle had been very nice, very friendly whenever they’d bumped into each other around town.
And talk about gorgeous.
She could make the invitation very casual. It couldn’t do any harm. She wanted lots and lots of people. She’d keep the patio doors open as she always did, let guests spill outside.
She loved her pretty little garden apartment, and she could buy another lounge chair to sit outside. The one she had looked lonely out there, and she didn’t intend to be lonely.
One day she’d meet the right man, and they’d fall in love over warm nights, and marry in the spring. Start a life together.
She just wasn’t meant to stay single. She wanted a family. Not that she’d give up teaching, of course. A teacher was what she was, but there was no reason she couldn’t be a wife and mother, too.
She wanted it all, and the sooner the better.
Humming to the music, she stepped out onto the patio, where Mongo was dozing. He stirred enough to thump his tail, and rolled over in case she wanted to scratch his belly.
Obliging, she crouched down, giving him a good rub as she sipped and glanced idly around. Her patio opened up to a nice grassy area that was bordered by the trees of the park on one side and a quiet residential avenue on the other.
She’d chosen the apartment first because they allowed pets, and where she went, Mongo went. As a bonus it was convenient for their morning runs in the park.
The apartment was small, but she didn’t need much room as long as Mongo had a place to exercise. And in a town like Progress, housing didn’t cost an arm and two legs as it did in Charleston or Columbia.
“This is the right place for us, Mongo. This is home for us.”
Straightening, she wandered back inside, into the small galley kitchen, as she sang along with Sheryl about her favorite mistake. She’d continue her celebration by fixing herself a huge salad for dinner.
Life, she thought, as she chopped and diced, was good.
Twilight was edging closer by the time she finished. Made too much again, she thought. That was one of the problems with living alone. Still, Mongo liked his carrots and celery, too, so she’d add them to his evening meal. They’d have it on the patio, and she’d treat herself to one more glass of wine, get a little tipsy. Then they’d take a nice long walk, she decided, as she squatted down to scoop Mongo’s kibble out of the plastic bin. Maybe get some ice cream.
She lifted the bowl. A movement at the corner of her eye had her heart wheeling into her throat. The bowl flew out of her hands, and she managed one short scream.
Then a hand clamped over her mouth. The knife she’d used to make her dinner pricked at her throat.
“Be quiet. Be very, very quiet, and I won’t cut you. Understand?”
Her eyes were already circling wildly. Wings of fear beat in her belly, had her skin going hot and damp. But confusion rode over it. She couldn’t see his face, but thought she recognized the voice. It made no sense. No sense at all.
His hand slid slowly away from her mouth to grip her chin. “Don’t hurt me. Please don’t hurt me.”
“Now, why would I do that?” Her hair smelled sweet. A whore’s blond hair. “Let’s go in the bedroom where we can be comfortable.”
“Don’t.” She gasped as the edge of the knife teased along her throat, tipped up her chin. The scream was inside her, desperate to burst out, but the knife turned it into silent tears as he pushed her out of the kitchen.
Her patio doors were closed now, the blinds shut. “Mongo. What did you do with Mongo?”
“You don’t think I’d hurt a nice, friendly dog like that, do you?” The power of the moment cruised through him, spread, made him hard and hot and invincible. “He’s just taking a quiet nap. Don’t you worry about your dog, honey. Don’t you worry about a thing. This is going to be good. This is going to be just what you want.”
He shoved her belly down on the bed, put his knee in the small of her back and added weight. He’d brought precautions. A man had to be prepared, even for a whore. Especially for a whore.
After a while, they screamed no matter what. And he didn’t want to use the knife. Not when he was so good with his hands. He took the bandanna from his pocket, gagged her.
When she began to stir, when she began to struggle, he was in heaven.
She wasn’t weak. She kept the body she liked to flaunt and tease men with in good shape. It only excited him to have her struggle. The first time he hit her, the thrill of it slammed into him like sex. He hit her again so they both understood who was in charge.
He tied her hands behind her back. He couldn’t afford those nails with their sluttish pink polish scraping any of his skin.
Quietly, he walked over to shut the curtain and close them into the dark.
She was moaning against the gag, dazed from the blows. The sound of it made him tremble so that he nicked her skin a little as he used the knife to cut her clothes away. She tried to roll, tried to buck, but when he put the point of the blade just under her eye, pressed, she went very still.
“This is what you want.” He unzipped, then flipped her onto her back and straddled her. “It’s what you asked for. What you all ask for.”
When it was done, he wept. Tears of self-pity ran down his face. She wasn’t the one, but what else could he do? She’d put herself in his path, she’d given him no choice.
It wasn’t perfect! He’d done everything he’d wanted and still it wasn’t perfect.
Her eyes were glazed and empty as he took off the gag, kissed her cheeks. He cut the cord from her wrists, stuffed it back in his pockets.
He turned her music off, and left the way he’d come in.
“I can’t come to Beaux Reves.”
Tory sat on the front porch in the soft night air. She couldn’t face going back inside quite yet, wasn’t yet prepared to deal with the mess left by her father and compounded by the police.
Cade contemplated the cigar he’d lighted to ease his own nerves, wished fleetingly he had a whiskey to go with it. “You’re going to have to tell me why. Staying here the way things are doesn’t make any sense, and you’re a sensible woman.”
“Most of the time,” she agreed. “Being sensible cuts down on complications and saves energy. You were right about calling the police, I realize that now. I wasn’t being sensible. It was pure raw emotion. He frightens me, and embarrasses me. By trying to keep it contained, as always, I thought I’d limit the fear and humiliation. It’s hateful to be a victim, Cade. Makes you feel exposed and angry and somehow guilty at the same time.”
“I won’t argue with that, even though you’re smart enough to know that guilt has no part in what you should be feeling.”
“Smart enough to know it, but not clever enough to figure out how not to feel it. It’ll be easier once I put the house back to rights and get rid of what he left behind in it. But I’ll still remember the way Chief Russ sat writing in his little book and watching my face, how my father intimidated me today, how he’s done so all my life.”
“There’s no cause for your pride to be wounded over this, Tory.”
“‘Pride goeth before a fall.’ My father reminded me of that this morning. He does love to use the Bible to hammer his point home.”
“They’ll find him. There are police in two counties looking for him now.”
“The world’s a lot bigger than two counties. Hell, South Carolina’s a lot bigger than two counties. Swamps and mountains and glades. Lots and lots of places to hide.” She rocked restlessly, needing movement. “If he finds a way to contact my mother, she’ll help him. Out of love and out of duty.”
“That being the case, it just makes my point about you coming with me to Beaux Reves.”
“I can’t do that.”
“Why?”
“A number of reasons. First, your mother would object.”
“My mother has nothing to say about it.”
“Oh, don’t say that, Cade.” She pushed out of her chair, walked to the end of the porch. Was he out there? she wondered. Watching? Waiting? “You don’t mean it, or you shouldn’t. That’s her home, and she has a right in saying who comes into it.”
“Why should she object? Especially after I explain it to her.”
“Explain what?” She turned back. “That you’re installing your lover in her house, because your lover’s daddy is a crazy man?”
He drew on his cigar, took his time about it. “I wouldn’t choose those particular words, but more or less.”
“And I’m sure she’ll greet me with fresh flowers and a box of fine chocolates. Oh, don’t be such a man about this,” she said with a wave of her hand before he could speak. “Whatever it says on the damn deed, Cade, the house belongs to the woman in it, and I will not intrude on your mother’s home.”
“She’s a difficult woman at times … most of the time,” he admitted. “But she isn’t heartless.”
“No, and her heart will not accept the woman she holds responsible for a beloved daughter’s death. Don’t argue with me about that.” Tory’s voice shook, nearly broke. “It hurts me.”
“All right.” He tossed the cigar aside with one violent gesture, but his hands were gentle enough as he laid them on Tory’s shoulders. “If you won’t or can’t come with me, then I’ll take you to your uncle’s.”
“And there we come to the second part of the problem.” She lifted her hands to his. “Irrational, bullheaded, illogical. I’ll admit all that now, so you don’t have to feel obliged to point it out to me. I have to make a stand here, Cade.”
“This isn’t a strategic hill on a battlefield.”
“For me, it’s very much like that. I never thought about it quite that way,” she said with a quiet laugh. “But yes, this is very much my hill on my own personal battlefield. I’ve retreated so often. You once called me a coward to get my dander up, but the fact is, I’ve been one most of my life. I’ve had small spurts of courage, and that makes it only worse when I see myself fall back yet again. I can’t do it this time.”
“How does staying here make you brave instead of stupid?”
“Not brave, and yes, maybe stupid. But whole. I want so much to be whole again. I think I’d risk anything not to have this empty place in me. I can’t let him run me out.”
She gazed toward the marsh that grew thicker, deeper, greener with encroaching summer. Mosquitoes whined in there, breeding in the dark water. Alligators slid through it, silent death. It was a place where snakes could slither and bogs could suck the shoe right off your foot.
And it was a place, she thought, that went bright and beautiful with the twinkling of fireflies, where wildflowers thrived in the shade and the stingy light. Where an eagle could soar like a king.
There was no beauty without risk. No life without it.
“When I was a child I lived scared in this house. It was a way of life,” she said, “and you got used to it the way you get used to certain smells, I suppose. When I came back, I made it mine, shaking out all those bad memories like dust from a rug. Airing out that smell, Cade. Now he’s tried to bring the fear back. I can’t let him. I won’t let him,” she added, shifting until her eyes met his again.
“That’s what I did this morning. Don’t tell anyone, keep it quiet. One more dirty little secret. If you hadn’t pushed me, that’s what I’d have done here, too.
“I’m staying. I’m cleaning him out of this place and staying. I hope he knows it.”
“I wish I didn’t admire you for it.” He ran a hand down the sleek tail of her hair. “Make it easier to bully you into doing things my way.”
“You don’t have much bully in you.” Maybe it was relief, maybe it was something else that made her stroke her hand over his cheek. “You maneuver, you don’t push.”
“Well, it speaks well for the future of our relationship that you’ve figured that out and can live with it.” He drew her in, laid his lips on the top of her head. “You matter to me. No, don’t go stiff on me. I’ll just have to maneuver you. You matter, Tory, more than I’d planned for you to matter.”
When she remained silent, he let frustration lead. Sometimes it was the most honest way. “Give me something back. Damn it.”
He jerked her back, then up, crushing his mouth to hers.
She tasted the demand, the heat, the little licks of rage he’d concealed so well. And it was that shot of pure, unfiltered emotion from him that turned another bolt inside her.
God, she didn’t want to be loved or needed, didn’t want to have those same feelings stirred to life again inside her. But he was here, and just by being made her feel again.
“I’ve already given you more than I thought I had. I don’t know how much more there is.” She held on to him, burrowed into him. “There’s so much happening inside me, I can’t keep up with it. It all circles back to you. Isn’t that enough?”
“Yeah.” He eased her back to kiss her again, softly this time. “Yeah, that’s enough for now. As long as you make room for more.” He skimmed his thumbs over her cheeks. “Had a hell of a day, haven’t you?”
“I can’t say it’s been one of my best so far.”
“Let’s finish it right, then. We’ll get started.”
“On what?”
He opened the screen door. “You wanted to clean him out. Let’s do it.”
They worked together for two hours. He turned on music. She wouldn’t have thought of it, would have stayed focused on the details, kept her mind channeled down those strict lines. But the music drifted through the house, into her head, just distracting enough to keep her from brooding.
She wanted to burn the clothes he’d touched, could visualize carrying them outside, heaping them up, striking a match. But she couldn’t afford the indulgence. Instead, she washed, folded, put away.
They turned the damaged mattress over. It would have to be replaced, but it would do for now. And with fresh linens, you hardly noticed.
He talked about his work, in a way that had his voice drifting pleasantly through her mind like the music. They dealt with the wreckage of the kitchen, ate sandwiches, and she told him that she was considering hiring on help.
“It’s a good idea.” He helped himself to a beer, quietly pleased that she’d stocked some for him. “You’ll enjoy your business more if it doesn’t strangle all your time. Sherry Bellows, that’s the new high school teacher, isn’t it? I met her and her dog a few weeks ago out at the minimart. Seems like a bundle of energy.”
“That was my impression.”
“In a very attractive package.” He grinned and sipped his beer when Tory merely lifted her brows. “Just thinking of you, darling. An attractive clerk is a business asset. You think she’ll wear those little shorts?”
“No,” Tory said firmly. “I don’t.”
“Bound to draw a lot of male customers if you let that be her uniform. That’s a girl with very nice pins.”
“Pins. Hmmm. Well, she and her pins depend on how her references check out. But I imagine they will.” Tory swept up the last of the debris, dumped it in the trash. “That seems to be the best that can be done.”
“Feel better?”
“Yes.” She crossed the room to put away the broom and dustpan. “Considerably. And I’m very grateful for the help.”
“I’m always open to gratitude.”
She took the pitcher from the refrigerator, poured herself a glass of iced tea. “The bedroom closet’s not very big, but I made some room. And there’s an empty drawer in the dresser.”
He said nothing, only drank his beer. Waited.
“You wanted to be able to have some of your things here, didn’t you?”
“That’s right.”
“So.”
“So?”
“We’re not living together.” She set down her glass. “I’ve never lived with anyone, and that’s not what this is.”
“All right.”
“But if you’re going to be spending so much time here, you might as well have a place for some of your things.”
“Very practical.”
“Oh, go to hell.” But there wasn’t any heat in the response.
“You’re not supposed to smile when you say that.” He set his beer aside, then slid his arms around her.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
“Dancing. I never took you dancing. It’s something people who aren’t really living together ought to do now and then.”
It was an old, shuffling number with a boy asking a girl to stand by him when the land was dark.
“Are you trying to be charming?”
“I don’t have to try. It’s just part of my makeup.” He dipped her, made her laugh.
“Very smooth.”
“All those miserable hours of cotillion had to pay off.”
“Poor little rich boy.” She rested her head on his shoulder and let herself enjoy the dance, the feel of him against her, the scent of him. “Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.”
“When I was driving home tonight, I was thinking of you.”
“I like the sound of that.”
“And I was thinking, so far he’s made all the moves. I let him because I wasn’t sure if I really wanted to make any of my own, or counter any of his. It was sort of easy to be…”
“Maneuvered?”
“I suppose. And I was thinking, I just wonder how Kincade Lavelle would react if I got home and I fixed us a nice supper.”
“He’d have appreciated that.”
“Yes, well, some other time. That part of the thought process didn’t pan out. But there was this second part.”
“Which was?”
She lifted her head from his shoulder, met his eyes. “How would Kincade Lavelle react if after that, once we were all relaxed and quiet, just what would he do if I set out to seduce him?”
“Well…” was all he could manage as she pressed closer, ran her hands intimately down his hips. The stirring in his blood was a not-so-quiet delight. “I think the least I can do, as a gentleman, is let you find out.”
This time it was she who unfastened buttons, his shirt, then her own. She laid her lips over his heart, on the warm skin and vibrant beat.
“I’ve had your taste with me since the first time you kissed me.” While her lips played over him, she eased the shirt away. “I can bring tastes back, and I’ve done that with yours so many times already.”
She trailed her hands over his chest, his belly—a quiver—up to his shoulders. Such broad, tough shoulders. “I like the feel of you. Long, hard muscles. It excites me. And your hands, roughened from work, riding over me.” She peeled her shirt open, and let it fall to the floor to join his. Watching him, she unhooked her bra, let it slide away.
“Touch me now.”
He cupped her breasts in his hands, the warm, soft weight of them, skimmed the nipples with the edges of his thumbs.
“Yes, like that.” Her head fell back as heat balled in her belly. “Exactly like that. My insides go liquid when you touch me. Can you see it?” Her eyes, long and dark, met his. “I want…”
“Tell me.”
She moistened her lips, reached for the button of his jeans. His hands flexed on her, one hard caress. “I want to feel what you feel. I want what’s inside you inside me. I’ve never tried that with anyone else. Never wanted to. Will you let me?”
He bent his head, rubbed his lips over hers. “Take what you want.”
It was a risk. She would be open, gaping, so much more defenseless than he. But she wanted it, all of it, and that exquisite bond of trust.
Once more she lay her lips on him, and opened mind, heart, body.
It was a bolt, a lightning strike, the power of those coupled needs, images. His desire, layered and tangled inside her with her own. It slashed through her, dark, bright, swollen with energy. Her head snapped back from the punch of it, and she came in one long erotic gush.
“God. God. Wait.”
“No.” He’d never experienced anything like it. The twisted bonds of unity only knotted tighter in a bold and beautiful mass of arousal. “More.” He set his teeth on her shoulder, craving flesh. “Again. Now.”
She couldn’t stop it, it lashed through her like a storm full of fury and brilliance. It was she who dragged him to the floor, she who panted out pleas, demands, threats as they tore at clothes.
She clawed at him, nipped as they rolled over the floor. His pulse was inside her, a savage beat that crashed against her own. The taste of him, the taste of herself, brewed together to saturate her.
When he plunged into her she felt the urgent pumping of his blood, the desperate maze of his thoughts. Lost. She cried out, once, twice. They were both lost.
She heard her name, his voice calling it inside her mind seconds before it burst from his lips. When he came inside her, dragged her with him, the glory of it made her weep.
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Wade had his hands full—what was left of them after the ornery tabby badly misnamed Fluffy mangled them during her shots. Maxine was deep into finals, and he’d given her the day off, which meant he had only two hands to pit against four claws and a number of very sharp teeth.
He’d concluded, an hour before, that he’d made a mistake of horrendous proportions by springing Maxine. He’d started the day with an emergency that required a house call and put him solidly behind. Add the minor war in the waiting area set off by a personality clash between a setter and a bichon, the Olsons’ baby goat who’d managed to eat the best part of Malibu Barbie until her arm became lodged in his throat, and Fluffy’s vile temper, and he’d had a pisser of a morning.
He was cursing, sweating, bleeding, when Faith rushed in through the back. “Wade, honey, can you take a look at Bee for me? I think she’s feeling poorly.”
“Take a number.”
“It’ll only take a minute.”
“I haven’t got a minute.”
“Oh now … goodness, what happened to your hands?” Faith watched as Wade narrowly avoided another swipe and tucked the cat firmly under his arm. “Did that mean old pussycat scratch you, darling?”
“Kiss my ass” was his best response.
“Did she get you there, too?” Faith called out as he marched into the waiting area. “It’s all right, baby.” She nuzzled the puppy. “Daddy’s going to take good care of you in just a minute.”
He came back in to scrub up and dug out antiseptic.
“She’s been whimpering and sort of moaning all morning. And her nose is a little warm. She doesn’t want to play. Just lies there. See?”
Faith set Bee down, and the pup squatted by Wade’s feet, looked up at him pitifully, then proceeded to throw up on his shoes.
“Oh! Oh! For goodness sake. Must’ve been something she ate. Lilah said I shouldn’t give her all those cookies.” Faith bit her lip but couldn’t quite hold in the giggle. Wade simply stood staring at her, antiseptic in one hand, a thin trickle of blood on the other, and puppy vomit on his shoes.
“We’re awfully sorry. Bee, don’t you eat that. That’s just nasty.” She scooped up the puppy. “I bet you feel so much better now, don’t you, sweetheart? There, see that, Wade? She’s wagging her tail again. I just knew if I brought her in to you, everything would be fine.”
“Is that how it looks to you? Like everything’s fine?”
“Well, Bee’s sicked up what was worrying her, and I don’t imagine it’s the first time you’ve had a little doggie puke on you.”
“I’ve got a waiting room full of patients, my hands are scratched to shit, and now my shoes are going to stink for the rest of the day.”
“Well, go on up and change them then.” She stepped back when he made one of his hands into a claw. She loved the light that came into his eyes when his dander was up. “Now, Wade.”
He bunched the claw into a fist, then punched it lightly between his own eyes. “I’m going to go ditch these shoes, and when I come back, I want you to have cleaned this up.”
“Clean it up? Myself?”
“That’s right. Put your dog back in surgery, get a mop and bucket, and deal with it. I don’t have time for this.” He reached down, pulled off the ruined shoes at the heels. “And make it fast. I’m behind schedule.”
“Daddy’s a little cross this morning,” she murmured to Bee, as Wade strode out to the garbage. She looked at the floor, grimaced. “Well, at least you got the best part of it on his shoes. It’s not so bad.”
When he came back she was dutifully if inexpertly mopping. There were suds gliding across the linoleum on little waves of water. It almost seemed to him they had a current. But he didn’t have the heart to complain.
“Almost done here. Bee’s in the back playing with her squeaky bone. She’s bright-eyed and frisky again.” Faith dumped the mop in the bucket, sloshed more water. “I guess this needs to dry off some.”
As an alternative to screaming, he rubbed his hands over his face and laughed. “Faith, you are unique.”
“Of course I am.”
She stepped back as he picked up the bucket, emptied it, rinsed off the mop, then began to slop up suds and water.
“Oh. Well, I suppose that works, too.”
“Do me a favor. Go on out there and tell Mrs. Jenkins to bring Mitch on back. That’s the beagle who’s been howling the last half hour. And if you can find a way to maintain some sort of order out there for the next twenty minutes, I’ll buy you a fancy dinner at your choice of restaurants.”
“Champagne?”
“A magnum.”
“Let’s just see what I can do.”
He got his twenty minutes, barely, when he heard the urgent cry.
“Wade! Wade, come quick!”
He bolted out, saw Piney Cobb staggering under the weight of Mongo.
“Ran out into the road, right in front of me. God almighty. He’s bleeding pretty bad.”
“Bring him in the back.”
He moved fast. The dog’s breathing was labored, his pupils fixed and dilated. His thick fur was matted with blood, and more was dripping on the floor.
“Here, on the table.”
“I hit the brakes,” Piney muttered and stood back. “Swerved, but I clipped him anyway. I was heading into the hardware for some parts, and he come barreling out of the park right into the street.”
“Do you know if you ran over him?”
“Don’t think I did.” With trembling hands he pulled out a faded red bandanna and wiped his sweaty face. “Knocked him’s what I think, but it happened fast.”
“Okay.” Wade grabbed toweling, and since Faith was standing beside him, he simply took her hands, pushed them onto the cloth. “Press down, hard. I want that bleeding under control. He’s in shock.”
He yanked open the drug cabinet, grabbed a bottle to prepare a hypo. “You just hang in there, boy. Just hang on,” he murmured, as the dog began to stir and whimper. “Keep the pressure firm,” he ordered Faith. “I’m giving him a sedative. I need to check for internal injuries.”
Her hands had shaken when he’d pressed them to the wound. She thought she’d seen straight down to the bone in the gash gaping down the dog’s back leg. And her stomach had flipped over.
She wanted to snatch her hands away from all that blood, to rush out of the room. Why couldn’t Piney do it? Why couldn’t someone else be here? She started to say so, the words jumping into her throat. She could smell the blood, the antiseptic, and the sour stench of Piney’s panic sweat.
But her gaze landed on Wade’s face.
Cool, composed, strong. His eyes were flat with concentration, his mouth firmed into one determined line. She stared at him, breathing through her teeth. Watching him work, the quick efficiency of it, the focus, calmed her even as the dog went still again beneath her hands.
“No broken ribs. I don’t think the wheel went over him. Might have a bruised kidney. We’ll deal with that later. Head wound’s pretty superficial. No blood in the ears. The leg’s the worst of it.”
And that, he thought, was bad enough. Saving it, and the dog, was going to be tricky.
“I need to move him into surgery.” He glanced back, saw that Piney had dropped into the chair and had his head on his knees. “I need your hands, Faith. I’m going to lift and carry him, you have to stay with me. Keep the pressure firm. He’s lost too much blood. Ready?”
“Oh but, Wade, I—”
“Let’s go.”
She did what she was told because he left her no choice. She jogged beside him, fumbling for the door with her free hand. Bee sent up a joyful bark and ran between her feet.
“Sit!” Wade said so sharply, Bee’s butt plopped obediently to the floor. The minute he’d laid the sedated dog down he grabbed a thick apron, tossed it to Faith. “Put that on. I’ve got to get pictures.”
“Pictures.”
“X rays. Go to his head. Hold him steady as you can.”
The apron weighed like lead, but she dragged it on, did what she was told. Mongo’s eyes were slitted, but it seemed to her he was watching her, pleading with her to help.
“It’s going to be all right, baby. Wade’s going to make everything all right. You’ll see.”
The sound of her voice had Bee whining and scooting over to huddle by her feet.
“Get rid of the apron now.” While he waited for the film to develop, Wade shot out orders. “Come back here and apply pressure again. Keep talking to him. Just let him hear your voice.”
“Okay, all right. Um.” Swallowing what tasted like bile, she pressed the thick padding over the gash. “Wade’s going to fix you up just fine again. You … you have to look both ways before you cross the street. You remember that next time. Oh Wade, is he going to die?”
“Not if I can help it.” He slapped the X rays onto a lighted panel, nodded grimly. “Not if I can help it,” he said again, and started gathering instruments.
Sharp silver tools glinted in the hard overhead light. Her head seemed to circle in time with her stomach. “You’re going to operate? Now? Just like that?”
“I have to try to save the leg.”
“Save it? You mean—”
“Just do what I say, and don’t think.”
When he peeled back the compress, her stomach gave a nasty lurch, but he didn’t give her time to be sick.
“You hold this, press this button here when I tell you I need suction. You can do that one-handed. When I need an instrument, I’ll describe it. Give it to me handle first. I’m going to knock him out now.”
He lowered the light, cleaned the field. All Faith could hear now was the slurping noises of her hose when he demanded suction, the click and clatter of tools. She averted her eyes, wanted to keep them that way, but he kept snapping out orders that required her to look.
Before long, it was like a movie.
Wade’s head was bent, his eyes cool and calm, though she saw beads of sweat pearling on his forehead. It seemed to her his hands were like magic, moving so delicately through blood, flesh, and bone.
She didn’t even blink when he slid the protruding bone back into place. None of it was real.
She watched him suture impossibly tiny stitches inside the gash. The raw yellow of the sterile wash he’d used stained his hands, mixed with the blood until it was all the color of an aging bruise.
“I need you to check his heart rate manually. Just use your hand, gauge his heartbeat for me.”
“It’s kind of slow,” she said when she pressed down. “But it seems steady. Like, bump, bump, bump.”
“Good, take a look at his eyes.”
“Pupils are awfully big.”
“Any blood in the whites?”
“No, I don’t think so.”
“Okay, he needs some pins in this leg. Bone shattered more than broke. Once that’s done I’ll close it. Then we’ll set the leg.”
“Is he going to be all right?”
“He’s healthy.” Wade used his forearm to wipe his brow. “And he’s young. He’s got a good chance to keep the leg.”
He worried about the bone chips. Had he gotten them all? There’d been muscle damage, some badly ripped tendons, but he felt confident he’d repaired the worst of it.
All this ran through one part of his mind while the rest was focused on securing bone with steel.
“I’ll know better in a day or two. I need gauze and tape. That cabinet there.”
Once he’d closed the wound, Wade bandaged and set the leg, then checked the dog’s vitals himself. He treated the raw scrape on the muzzle, behind the left ear. “He held up,” Wade murmured, then for the first time in over an hour, looked directly at Faith. “So did you.”
“Yeah, well, I was a little queasy at first, then …” She lifted her hands, started to gesture. They were streaked with blood, as was her blouse. “Oh. Oh my” was all she managed before her eyes rolled back.
He caught her, barely, then stretched her out on the floor. She was already coming around when he lifted her head and brought a paper cup of water to her lips.
“What happened?”
“You fainted, gracefully and at a convenient moment.” He brushed his lips over her cheek. “I’ll take you upstairs. You can clean up and lie down for a bit.”
“I’m all right.” But when he helped her stand, her legs wobbled. “Okay, maybe not. I might be better off flat out for a while longer.”
She dropped her head on his shoulder, half floating as he carried her up. “I don’t think I’m cut out to be a nurse.”
“You did great.”
“No, you did. I never thought, never understood why you do what you do. Always figured it as giving out shots and cleaning up dog poop.”
“There’s a lot of that.”
He carried her into the bathroom where he could brace her on the sink and run warm water in the bowl. “Just put your hands in here. You’ll feel better when they’re clean.”
“There’s a lot more, Wade, to what you do. And to you.” Her eyes met his in the mirror. “I haven’t been paying attention, haven’t bothered to look close enough. You saved a life today. You’re a hero.”
“I did what I was trained to do.”
“I know what I saw, and what I saw was heroic.” She turned, kissed him. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to strip to the skin and get in the shower.”
“You steady enough?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. You go check on your patient.”
“I love you, Faith.”
“I think you do,” she said quietly. “And it’s nicer than I expected. Go on now, my head’s still light enough for me to say something I’ll regret later.”
“I’ll be back up when I can.”
He checked on Mongo first, then cleaned up before stepping out into the examining room. Piney was still in the chair, and now Bee was curled sleeping in his lap.
Wade had forgotten about both of them.
“That dog gonna make it?”
“It looks good.”
“Oh Jesus, Wade. I’m just sick about it. I’ve been going over it in my head, and if I’d been paying more attention. I was just driving along and my mind was wandering, and next thing I knew that dog jumped right out in the road. Could’ve been a kid.”
“It wasn’t your fault.”
“Hit me a deer a time or two. Don’t know why it didn’t bother me like this. Mostly I’d just get pissed off. Deer can do a hell of a number on a truck. Some kid’s gonna come home from school looking for that dog.”
“I know the owner. I’ll give her a call. You getting him here fast made a big difference. That’s what you ought to remember.”
“Yeah, well.” He sighed hugely. “This little gal’s right cute,” he said, stroking Bee’s head. “She came out here looking for trouble, chewed on my bootlaces for a bit, then she conked right out.”
“I appreciate your looking out for her.” Wade reached down and picked her up. Bee yawned hugely, then licked at the cat scratches on his hand. “Are you going to be all right?”
“Yeah. Tell the God’s truth, I’m going to go get me a drink. Cade’s probably sent out the marines for me by now, but that’s just gonna have to wait.” He got to his feet. “You let me know how that dog goes on, now, will you?”
“Sure.” He slapped Piney’s shoulder as they walked out.
The waiting room was clear. Wade imagined most of his patients got tired of the delay and left. He could only be grateful for the quiet.
He set Bee down with one of the dog treats Maxine kept in her desk drawer, then looked up Sherry Bellows’s number in his files.
The answering machine picked up, so he left a message. She’d be out looking for her dog, he supposed. More than likely she’d run into someone who’d seen the accident.
He left it at that and went back in to Mongo.
Minutes after Wade talked to Sherry’s machine, Tory listened to the same cheery voice announcing she wasn’t able to come to the phone. “Sherry, this is Tory Bodeen at Southern Comfort. I’d like you to call or come by when you get a chance. If you’re still interested, you’ve got a job.”
The decision felt good, Tory thought, as she replaced the receiver. Not only had Sherry’s references been glowing, but it might even be fun to have a bright face and willing hands around the shop for a few hours a week.
Business was slow today, but she wasn’t discouraged. It took time to establish yourself, to become part of people’s routines. And she’d had a handful of browsers that morning.
She used the downtime to work out an affordable schedule for her new employee. She got out the forms she’d need to fill out for tax records and added the list of store policies she’d typed.
She toyed with the wording for an ad in the Sunday paper that would include the linens she’d decided to carry.
When her bells chimed, she looked up quickly, with the same bump in the heart she’d experienced at the sound all day.
But the sight of Abigail Lawrence made her set down her pen and smile. “What a nice surprise.”
“Told you I’d find my way here. Tory, this is just lovely. You have beautiful things.”
“We have some very talented artists.”
“And you know just how to display their work.” Abigail held out a hand as Tory came around the counter. “I’m going to have a wonderful time spending money here.”
“Don’t let me stop you. Can I get you anything? A cold drink, a cup of tea?”
“No, not a thing. Oh, is that batik?”
Abigail crossed over to admire a framed portrait of a young woman standing on a garden path.
“She does wonderful work. I have a few of her scarves in stock as well.”
“I’ll have to take a look. I want to see everything. But I can tell you I want this batik. It’s perfect for my husband to give me for our anniversary.”
Amused, Tory turned to lift it from the wall. “And does he want it gift wrapped?”
“Naturally.”
“How long have you been married?”
Abigail cocked her head as Tory carried the batik to the counter. In all the time she’d been Tory’s lawyer, she never remembered her asking a personal question. “Twenty-six years.”
“So you were married at ten?”
Abigail beamed, examined a box of polished burl wood. “Shopkeeping agrees with you.” She carried the box to the counter herself. “I think this town does, too. You’re at home here.”
“Yes. This is home. Abigail, did you really come up from Charleston to shop?”
“That, and to see you. And to talk to you.”
Tory nodded. “If you found out more about the girl who was murdered, you don’t have to ease me into it.”
“I didn’t learn any more about her. But I did ask my friend to do that check on like crimes, crimes that had taken place during the last two weeks of August.”
“There are others.”
“You already knew.”
“No, felt. Feared. How many more?”
“Three that fit the profile and time frame. A twelve-year-old girl who went missing during a family trip to Hilton Head in August 1986. A nineteen-year-old coed taking summer classes at the university in Charleston in August 1993, and a twenty-five-year-old woman who’d been camping with friends in Sumter National Forest. August 1999.”
“So many,” Tory whispered.
“All were sexual homicides. Raped and strangled. There was no semen. There was some physical violence, particularly in the facial area. That escalates with each victim.”
“Because their faces aren’t right. Their faces aren’t hers. Hope’s.”
“I don’t understand.”
Tory wished she didn’t. Wished the sickness of it wasn’t so horribly clear. “They were all blondes, weren’t they? Pretty, slim builds?”
“Yes.”
“He keeps killing her. Once wasn’t enough.”
Abigail shook her head, a little concerned at the way Tory’s eyes went vague and dark. “It’s possible they were killed by the same man, but—”
“They were killed by the same man.”
“The length of time between the murders deviates from the typical serial-killer profile. So many years between. Now, I’m not a criminal lawyer, and I’m not a psychologist, but I have done some studying up on this subject in the last week or two. The ages of the victims don’t fit the standard profile.”
“This isn’t standard, Abigail.” Tory opened the burl box, closed it again. “It isn’t typical.”
“There has to be a basis. Your friend and the twelve-year-old indicate a pedophile. It appears to me a man who chooses children as victims doesn’t switch to young women.”
“But he’s not switching anything. Their ages have everything to do with it. Every one was the age Hope would have been if she’d lived. That’s the pattern.”
“Yes, I agree with you, though neither of us is experts in this area. I suppose I felt obligated to point out the flaws.”
“There may be more.”
“That’s being investigated as well, though at this point, my contact assures me, none has been found. The FBI is looking into it.” Abigail’s pretty mouth firmed. “Tory, my contact wanted to know why I was interested, how I’d learned of the hitchhiker. I didn’t tell him.”
“Thank you.”
“You could help.”
“I don’t know that I can. Even if they’d let me, I don’t know if I’m capable. It freezes me up inside. It was never easy. Always wrenching. And now, I don’t want to face that again, to put myself through that again. I can’t help them. This is for the police.”
“If that’s really how you feel, then why did you ask me to find out?”
“I had to know.”
“Tory—”
“Please don’t. Please. I don’t want to go back there again. I’m not sure I’d come out whole again this time.” To keep her hands busy, she began shifting items on a shelf. “The police, the FBI, they’re the experts here. This is their job, not mine. I don’t want the faces of all those people in my head, what happened to them, inside my head. I already have Hope.”
Coward. The voice whispered the taunt in her ear throughout the rest of the day. She didn’t ignore it, she accepted it. And she was going to learn how to live with it.
She knew what she needed to know. Whoever had killed Hope was still killing, selectively. Efficiently. And it was the job of the police, or the FBI, or some special task force to hunt him down and stop him.
It was not up to her.
And if her deepest and most personal fears were realized and that killer had her father’s face, could she live with that?
They would find Hannibal Bodeen soon. Then she would decide.
When she locked up for the day, she thought it might do her good to walk around town, through the park. She could drop by Sherry’s and speak with her instead of her answering machine. Take care of business, Tory reminded herself. Take care of yourself.
Traffic was light. Most would already be home from work, sitting down to supper. Children had already been called in to wash up, and the evening, long and bright, would stretch out with television and porch sitting, homework and dirty dishes.
Normal. Everyday. Precious for its simple monotony. And she wanted it for herself with a quiet desperation.
She cut through the park. Roses were blooming and pools of wax begonias spread in crimson and white. Trees cast long shadows and welcome shade, and a few people sat or stretched under them. Young people, Tory noted, not yet stone-set in the tradition of five-thirty supper. They’d go out for pizza later, or a burger, then flock somewhere with others like them to listen to music or their own voices.
She’d done the same once, briefly. But it seemed like decades ago. It seemed like another woman entirely who had elbowed her way into a crowded club, to dance, to laugh. To be young.
She’d already lost all that once. She would not lose the new life she’d just begun.
Deep in thought, she came out of the line of trees and started across the green slope that led to the apartment building.
Bee shot across the lawn like a bullet, yapping insanely.
“You sure get around, don’t you?” Charmed, Tory crouched and let herself be attacked.
“She’s been inside most of the day.” Faith strolled up, pleased when her pup deserted Tory to leap on her. “She’s got a lot of energy.”
“So I see.” Tory glanced up, pursed her lips as she straightened. “That’s not your usual look,” she commented, studying the overlarge T-shirt over Faith’s linen slacks.
“Still works for me, doesn’t it? I spilled something on my blouse earlier. Borrowed this from Wade.”
“I see.”
“Yes, I suppose you do. You have a problem with that?”
“Why should I? Wade’s a big boy.”
“I could say something crude about that, but I’ll let it pass.” Faith skimmed her sleek hair behind her ear, smiled broadly. “Tired of the solitude of the marsh? Going apartment hunting?”
“No, I like my house. I’m just dropping by to see a potential employee. Sherry Bellows.”
“Well, that’s a coincidence. I’m here to see her myself. Wade’s still tied up at his office, and he hasn’t been able to reach her all day. Her dog was hit by a car late this morning.”
“Oh no.” Instantly the reserve fled. “She’ll be heartbroken.”
“He’s doing all right. Wade went right to work on him. Saved his life.” It was said with such pride, Tory could only stare. “He’s not sure how well the dog’s leg will heal, but I’m betting it’ll be right as rain.”
“I’m glad to hear it. He’s a beautiful dog, and she seems to love him so much. I can’t believe she’d go off for the day and leave him running loose.”
“You just never know about people. Her apartment’s there.” Faith pointed. “I was around front, but she didn’t answer the knock, so I thought I’d poke back here. Her neighbor said she uses this door more than the front.”
“Blinds are closed.”
“Maybe the door’s open. We can slip in and leave her a note, anyway. Wade really wants to get ahold of her.” She crossed the patio, reached for the handle of the sliding glass door.
“Don’t!” Tory gripped her shoulder, jerked her back.
“What in the hell’s wrong with you? It’s not breaking and entering, for Christ’s sake. I’m just going to poke my head in.”
“Don’t go in there. Don’t go in.” Tory’s fingers dug into Faith’s shoulder.
She’d already seen. It had slapped in front of her face, jumped there almost gleefully, and the copper penny taste of blood and fear pooled in her mouth.
“It’s too late. He’s been here.”
“What are you talking about?” Faith gave her arm an impatient jerk. “Would you please let go?”
“She’s dead,” Tory said flatly. “We have to call the police.”




Hope

“Hope” is the thing with feathers—
That perches in the soul—
And sings the tune without the words—
And never stops—at all—
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She couldn’t go in. She couldn’t make herself leave.
The deputy who’d answered the call had been both skeptical and annoyed, but he hadn’t been able to hold out against what he considered two overreacting females.
He’d hitched at his belt, tugged on his cap, then had knocked loudly on the glass panel of the door. Tory could have told him Sherry was incapable of answering, but he wouldn’t have listened or understood.
But two minutes after he’d stepped inside, he was back out again. And the irritated smirk was no longer on his face.
It didn’t take long to get the wheels rolling. When Chief Russ arrived the scene was closed off with yellow police tape and those who moved in and out carried the tools of their trade and their badges.
Tory sat on the ground and waited.
“I called Wade.” Since there was nothing else to do, Faith sat down beside her. “He has to wait until Maxine comes to look after Mongo, but he’s coming.”
“There’s nothing for him to do.”
“There’s nothing for any of us to do.” Faith stared at the tape, the door, the shadows of men moving around behind the blinds. “How did you know she was dead?”
“Sherry? Or Hope?”
Faith clutched the puppy to her breast, rubbed her cheek against warm fur for comfort. “I’ve never seen anything like this. They wouldn’t let me near where Hope was. I was too young. You saw it.”
“Yes.”
“You saw it all.”
“Not quite all.” She pressed her palms together, squeezed her hands between her knees as if they were very cold. “I knew when we got to the door. There’s a darkness about death. Violent death especially. And he left something of himself behind. Maybe just the madness of it. It’s the same as before. He’s the same.” She closed her eyes. “I thought he would come for me—I never considered … I never imagined this.”
And that was the guilt she would live with now.
“You’re saying whoever did this to Sherry killed Hope? After all these years?”
Tory started to speak, then shook her head. “I can’t be sure. I haven’t been sure of anything in a long time.” She glanced over as she heard Faith’s name called. Wade ran across the grass toward them.
It surprised her when Faith leaped up. It was rare to see Faith bother to move quickly. Then she watched them take each other. One long, hard embrace.
He loves her, Tory realized. She’s the center of things for him. How odd.
“You’re all right?” He put his hands on Faith’s face, cupped it there.
“I don’t know what I am.” She had been all right. Everything had seemed to hold at a distance, far enough away not to touch her. Now her hands wanted to shake and her stomach jump. The same way she’d reacted after the surgery when there had been blood on her hands. “I think I need to sit down again.”
“Here.” When she lowered to the grass, he knelt, his hand still clutching Faith’s while he studied Tory’s face. Too calm, he decided. Too controlled. It only meant when she broke, she’d shatter. “Why don’t y’all come back with me. You need to get away from here.”
“I can’t, but you should take Faith.”
“So you can see it through and I can’t? I don’t think so,” Faith said.
“It’s not a competition.”
“Between you and me? It’s always been. There’s Dwight.”
People had started to gather in small pockets of murmurs and curiosity. Word traveled lightning fast in Progress, Tory thought dully. She watched Dwight move through the gatherings and head straight for Sherry’s door.
“Maybe you can talk to him, Wade.” Faith gestured in Dwight’s direction. “Maybe he’ll be able to tell us something.”
“I’ll see.” He touched Tory’s knee before he rose. “Cade’s on his way.”
“Why?”
“Because I called him. Just wait here.”
“There was no need for that,” Tory said, frowning at Wade’s back as he slipped through the crowd of onlookers.
“Oh, shut up.” Annoyed, Faith dug in her purse for a chewy bone to keep Bee occupied. “You’re no more iron woman than I am. It doesn’t make us less to lean on a man.”
“I don’t intend to lean on Cade.”
“For Christ’s sake, if he’s good enough to sleep with, he’s good enough to hold on to at a time like this. I swear, you just hunt up things to be bitchy about.”
“Why don’t we all go out on a double date later? We can go dancing.”
Faith’s smile was scalpel sharp. “You’re a real pain in the ass, Tory. I’m starting to like that about you. Well shit, there’s Billy Clampett, and he’s spotted me. That just makes it perfect. I was nearly pissed off enough, and drunk enough, one night a thousand years ago to have sex with him. Fortunately I came to my senses in time, but he’s never stopped trying to finish things off.”
Tory watched Billy stroll toward them, thumbs tucked in his front pockets, fingers beating out a tune on either side of his zipper. “There couldn’t be enough liquor in the county for that.”
“Finally, a point of agreement. Billy.”
“Ladies.” He crouched down. “Heard there was some excitement ‘round here. Some girl went and got herself killed.”
“Careless of her.” Faith didn’t shift away, wouldn’t give him the satisfaction, though she could smell his evening beer on his breath.
“Heard it was Sherry Bellows. She’s the one who runs around town with that big shaggy dog. Wears little shorts and low-cut tops. Sort of advertising the wares.”
He took a cigarette out of the pack he had rolled in the sleeve of his T-shirt. He thought the effect made him look like James Dean. “Sold her some annuals a couple weeks back. She was mighty friendly, if you catch my meaning.”
“Tell me, Billy, do you practice being disgusting or is it just a gift?”
It took him a minute, but his smile went sour as old milk as he struck a match and puffed the cigarette to life. “Aren’t you Miss High and Mighty all of a sudden.”
“Nothing sudden about it. I’ve always been high and mighty. Isn’t that right, Tory?”
“I’ve never known you to be otherwise. It’s a bit like a birthmark.”
“Exactly.” Delighted, Faith slapped a hand on Tory’s thigh. She took out a cigarette of her own. “We Lavelles,” she began, lighting it and blowing smoke, coolly, into Billy’s face, “are destined to be superior. It’s just stamped on our DNA.”
“You weren’t so superior that night behind Grogan’s when I had your tits in my hands.”
“Oh.” Faith smiled, blew more smoke. “Was that you?”
“Ever since you grew tits you’ve been a slut. You better watch yourself.” He glanced deliberately at Sherry’s door. “Sluts end up getting just what they ask for.”
“I remember you now,” Tory said quietly. “You used to tie firecrackers to cats’ tails and light them, and then you’d go home and masturbate. Is that still how you spend your leisure time?”
He jerked back. There was no smile on his face now, and fear had replaced the sneer in his eyes. “We don’t need you around here. We don’t need your kind.”
He might have left it at that, he was frightened enough to, but Bee decided his pant leg was more interesting than her bone. Billy sent her flying with the back of his hand.
With a cry of outrage, Faith scrambled to her feet to scoop up the whining dog. “You yellow-bellied, beer-soaked, half-peckered asshole. No wonder your wife’s shopping for a new man. You can’t get it up with your own fist.”
He started to lunge at Faith. Tory didn’t know how it happened, and it seemed to be happening to someone else. But her fist popped out of her lap and connected with his eye. The force and shock of the blow knocked him on his ass. Dimly she heard shouts and squeals and running feet, but as Billy leaped up so did she.
All of her rage rolled into one hot ball inside her. She could already taste the blood.
“Fucking bitch.”
When he charged she planted her feet. She wanted violence. Welcomed it. Even as he swung back, he went sprawling.
“Try me,” Cade suggested, and hauled him to his feet. “Stay out of it,” he snapped, as people rushed up to interfere. “Come on, Billy. Let’s see how you handle me instead of a woman half your size.”
“You’ve had this coming for years.” The sneer was back. He crouched, burning with the need to restore himself in front of the town, desperate to pound his bunched fists into the haughty face of one of the Lavelles. “When I’m done with you, I’m going to have some fun with your whore sister and your cunt.”
He came in hard. Cade simply sidestepped. It only took two blows, an uppercut that snapped Billy’s head back and a fast, vicious jab to the gut.
Cade bent down and, pressing his thumb on Billy’s windpipe, whispered in his ear, “If you ever touch my sister or my woman, if you ever speak to them, ever look at them, I’ll wrap your balls around your throat and choke you with them.”
He dropped Billy’s head back to the ground and walked toward Tory without a backward glance. “This isn’t the place for you now.”
She couldn’t find her voice. She’d never seen fury burst, then retreat so easily. Almost elegantly, she thought. He’d battered a man to the ground without breaking a sweat and now he was speaking to her gently. And his eyes were cold as winter.
“Come on away with me now.”
“I have to stay.”
“No, you don’t.”
“Sorry to say, she does.” Carl D. walked up, turned his gaze down at Billy, rubbed his chin in a thoughtful manner. “Have some trouble out here?”
“Billy Clampett made insulting remarks.” Instantly soft tears swam into Faith’s eyes and turned them the color of dew-drenched bluebells. “He was—well, I can’t even begin, but he was very offensive to me and to Tory, then he …” She sniffled delicately. “Then he struck my poor little Bee here, and when Tory tried to stop him, he … If it hadn’t been for Cade, I don’t know what might have happened.”
She turned to Tory, sobbing quietly. “You could’ve taken him,” she murmured. “Fat, puss-faced asshole.”
Carl D. tucked his tongue in his cheek. After what he’d seen inside, this little comedy was an entertaining relief. “That about how it was?” he asked Cade.
“More or less.”
“I’ll have him taken in so’s he cools off some.” He glanced around, making eye contact with faces in the crowd as he gently chewed his gum. “Don’t think anybody wants to press charges here.”
“No, we’ll let it lay.”
“Good enough. I’m gonna need to talk to Tory here, and Faith, too. We can be a little more private down at the station.”
“Chief.” Wade joined them, stepping so casually over the half-conscious Billy, Faith had to disguise a snort of laughter with a wet sniffle. “My place is closer. I think it’d be more comfortable for the ladies.”
“We might could do that, for a start, anyway. I’m going to have one of my deputies take you on over. I’ll be along directly.”
“I’ll take them,” Wade said.
“You and Cade know most of these people. I’d appreciate if you’d give me a hand getting them to go on home. One of my men’ll see to the ladies here. I need to get their statements,” he said, before Cade could object. “That’s police business.”
“We can get there by ourselves.”
“Well now, Miss Faith, I’ll just send one of my men along with you. It’s procedure.” He signaled, and set the wheels in motion.
“Jesus, how does something like this happen in the middle of town?” Dwight rubbed at the tension in the back of his neck.
They’d managed to nudge most of the curious away from the building. Now it was darkness that gathered as he stood with his two oldest friends on the quiet lawn outside the apartment where death wore the symbol of yellow police tape.
“How much do you know?” Wade asked him.
“No more than anyone else, I expect. Carl D. didn’t let me past the edges, and I only got that far because I’m mayor. It looks like somebody broke into her place sometime yesterday. Maybe it was a robbery.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, shook his head. “Doesn’t seem like it. Didn’t look to me like she had a lot.”
“How’d they get by the dog?” Wade wondered.
“Dog?” Dwight looked blank a moment, then nodded. “Oh yeah. I don’t know. Maybe it was someone she knew. That makes more sense, doesn’t it? Maybe it was someone she knew, and they had an argument that got out of hand. She was in the bedroom,” he added on a sigh. “That much I know. The—well, the bits and pieces I heard said she was raped.”
“How was she killed?” Cade asked him.
“I don’t know. Carl D. was keeping a tight lid on most of it. Jesus, Wade, we were just talking about her the other night, remember. I ran into her coming out of your place.”
“Yeah, I remember.” He got a picture of her, bubbling over, flirting, while he examined Mongo.
“There were some murmurs in there.” Dwight jerked his head toward the sealed door. “About Tory Bodeen. Edgy talk,” he added. “I figure you’d want to know.” He sighed again. “This shouldn’t happen in the middle of damn town. People ought to be safe in their own houses. This is going to worry Lissy sick.”
“There’ll be a run on the hardware store and gun shop tomorrow,” Cade predicted. “Locks and ammo.”
“Oh Christ. I’d best call a town meeting, see if I can calm people down. I hope to God Carl D. has something on this by tomorrow. I’ve got to get back to Lissy. She’ll be in a state by now.” He shot one last look at the door. “This shouldn’t have happened here,” he repeated, and walked away.
“I only met her once. Just yesterday.”
Tory sat on Wade’s sofa with her hands neatly folded in her lap. She knew it was important to be calm and clear when talking to the police. They picked at emotion, used weaknesses as levers to pry out more than you wanted to say.
Then they made you ridiculous.
Then they betrayed you.
“You only met her the once.” Carl D. nodded, made his notes. He’d asked Faith to wait downstairs. He wanted his interviews, and the facts he gleaned from them, on separate pages. “Why’d you happen to go by her place today?”
“She applied for a job at my store.”
“That so?” He cocked a brow. “I thought she had herself a job. Teaching at the high school.”
“Yes, so she told me.” Answer the questions exactly, she reminded herself. Don’t add, don’t elaborate. “Not full-time until fall, though, and she wanted something part-time to supplement her income. And to keep her busy, I think. She seemed to have a lot of energy.”
“Uh-huh. So you went on and hired her.”
“No, not immediately. She gave me references.” Wrote them down, she remembered, along with her address, on the clipboard. The clipboard that she’d left on the counter when her father had come in. Oh God. Oh God.
“Well, that’s a sensible thing. Didn’t know you were hiring at your place.”
“I hadn’t really thought about it, until she came in. She was persuasive. I took some time to go over my budget and decided I could afford light part-time help. I checked her references this morning, then I called her. I got her machine and left a message.”
“Um-hmm.” He’d already heard her message, and the ones from Wade’s office. The one from her upstairs neighbor, the one from Lissy Frazier. Sherry Bellows had been a popular lady. “Then you decided to go on over in person.”
“After I closed for the day, I wanted a walk. I decided I’d take one through the park and drop by her apartment. That way, if she was in, I could discuss the job with her.”
“You went over there with Faith Lavelle?”
“No. I went over alone. I ran into Faith outside the building, the back of the building. She said Sherry’s dog had been injured earlier in the day. He’d been hit by a car and Wade had treated him. She’d come over as a favor to Wade, as they’d been unable to reach her.”
“So you got there at the same time.”
“Yes, more or less. That would have been around six-thirty, as I closed up and left the shop about six-ten or six-fifteen.”
“And when Miss Bellows didn’t answer, you went on in looking for her.”
“No. Neither of us went inside.”
“But you saw something that worried you.” He looked up from his pad. She sat perfectly still, kept her eyes on his, and said nothing. “You were worried enough to call the police.”
“She didn’t return my call, though she appeared to be very eager for the job. She didn’t return Wade’s, though it was obvious to me from our one and only meeting that she adored her dog. Her blinds were shut, the door was closed. I called the police. Neither Faith nor I went inside. Neither of us saw anything. So I can’t tell you anything.”
He sat back, gnawed on his pencil. “Did you try the door?”
“No.”
“It wasn’t locked.” He let the silence hang, filled the time by getting out his pack of gum, offering it to Tory. When she shook her head he took out a stick, unwrapped it, carefully folded the wrapper.
Tory’s heart began to dance in her chest.
“So …” Carl D. folded the gum as carefully as he had its wrapper, slipped it into his mouth. “You two had gone over. Now, knowing Faith Lavelle, I’d say she’d have poked her head in—curiosity if nothing else. What’s this new teacher got in her place, that kind of thing.”
“She didn’t.”
“You knocked? Called out?”
“No, we—” She broke off, fell silent.
“You just stopped there at the door and decided to call the police.” He let out a sigh. “You’re going to make me pull some teeth here. Now, I’m a simple man, got simple ways. And I’ve been a cop more’n twenty years. Cop’s got instincts, gets hunches in the gut. Can’t always explain them. They just are. Could be you got like a hunch today outside the door of Sherry Bellows’s apartment.”
“It’s possible.”
“Some people tend toward hunches. You might say you had one eighteen years ago when you led us to Hope Lavelle. You had more of them up in New York. A lot of people were glad you did.”
His voice was kind, a soft roll of words, but his eyes, she noted, were watchful. “What happened in New York has nothing to do with this.”
“It has to do with you. Six kids got back home because you had hunches.”
“And one didn’t.”
“Six did,” Carl D. repeated.
“I can’t tell you any more than I’ve told you.”
“Maybe you can’t. Strikes me as more that you won’t. I was there eighteen years ago when you led us to that little girl. I’m a simple man with simple ways, but I was there. And I was there today, looking down at that young woman and what had been done to her. It took me back. I was at both those places, saw both those things. And so did you.”
“I didn’t go in.”
“But you saw.”
“No!” She surged to her feet. “I didn’t. I felt. I didn’t see, and I didn’t look. There was nothing I could do. She was dead, and there was nothing I could do for her. Or for Hope. Or any of them. I don’t want that inside me again. I’ve told you everything I know, exactly as it happened. Why isn’t that enough?”
“All right. Now, all right, Miss Tory. Why don’t you sit down there, try to relax, while I go down and talk to Faith.”
“I’d like to go home now.”
“You just sit down and catch your breath a little. We’ll see you get home soon enough.”
He chewed over his thoughts on her and her reaction to his questions as he walked downstairs. The girl, he decided, was a basket of troubles. He could be sorry for it. But that wouldn’t stop him from using her if it suited his purposes. He had a murder in his town. It wasn’t the first, but it was damn near the ugliest in a good many years.
And he was a man who had hunches. His gut told him Tory Bodeen was the key.
He found Cade pacing at the bottom of the stairs. “You can go on up to her. I expect she could use a shoulder. Your sister around?”
“She’s in the back, with Wade. He’s checking on the dog.”
“Too bad that dog can’t talk. Was Piney clipped him, wasn’t it?”
“So I’m told.”
“Yeah, too bad that dog can’t talk.” He patted his notebook pocket and wandered into the back.
Cade found Tory still sitting on the sofa.
“I should have just walked away. Or better, smarter, I should have let Faith go in the way she wanted to. Faith would have found her, we’d have called the police, and there’d have been no questions.”
He moved over to sit beside her. “Why didn’t you?”
“I didn’t want her to see what was in there. I didn’t want to see it, either. And now Chief Russ expects me to go into a trance and give him the name of the killer. It was Professor Plum in the conservatory with the candlestick. I’m not a goddamn board game.”
He took her hand. “You’ve every right to be angry. With him, with the situation. Why are you angry with yourself?”
“I’m not. Why would I be?” She looked down at their joined hands. “You bruised your knuckles.”
“Hurts like a son of a bitch.”
“Really? It didn’t seem like it when you hit him. It didn’t seem like you felt anything but mild annoyance. I really must swat this pesky fly, then get back to my book.”
He grinned at that, brought her hand to his lips. “As a Lavelle, one must maintain one’s dignity.”
“Bull. I said that’s what it seemed like, but that wasn’t the reality of it. Rage and disgust were the reality, and you enjoyed flattening him. I know,” she said with a sigh. “Because that’s what I was feeling. He’s an ugly man, and he’ll try to find another way to hurt you now. But he’ll come at your back, because he’s afraid of you. And no, that’s just good sense and a reasonable understanding of human nature, not my fabulous psychic powers.”
“Clampett doesn’t worry me.” He rubbed his bruised knuckles over her cheek. “Don’t let him worry you.”
“I wish I could.” She got to her feet. “I wish I could worry about him so it would occupy my mind. Why should I feel guilty?”
“I don’t know, Tory. Why should you?”
“I barely knew Sherry Bellows. I spent less than an hour with her, no more than a brush on my life. I’m sorry for what happened to her, but does that mean I have to get involved?”
“No.”
“It won’t change what happened to her. Nothing I do will change what happened. So what’s the point? Even if Chief Russ pretends he’s open to whatever I could do, in the end he’ll be just like the others. Why should I put myself in the middle of it only to be laughed at and dismissed?”
She rounded on him. “Don’t you have anything to say?”
“I’m waiting for you to come around to it.”
“You think you’re smart, don’t you? You think you know me so well. You don’t know me at all. I didn’t come back here to right wrongs or avenge a dead friend. I came back here to live my life and run my business.”
“All right.”
“Don’t say all right to me in that patient tone, when your eyes are telling me I’m a liar.”
Because her breath was starting to hitch, he rose and went to her. “I’ll go with you.”
She stared at him another moment, then just went into his arms. “God. Oh God.”
“We’ll go on down and tell the chief. I’ll stay with you.”
She nodded, held on another minute. And she accepted that after she was done in Sherry’s apartment, he might never want to hold her again.
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“You need anything before we go in?”
Tory was still fighting to calm her nerves, but met Carl D.’s gaze levelly. “What, like a crystal ball? A pack of tarot cards?”
He’d gone in the front as she’d requested, and unlocked the patio door from the inside, cut the seal, and stepped out where she waited with Cade.
There was less chance of being seen going in through the rear. The killer had known that, too.
Now Carl D. pushed back his hat to scratch his wide brow. “Guess you’re a mite put-out with me.”
“You pushed where I don’t like to be pushed. This isn’t going to be pleasant for me, and could very well be useless to you.”
“Miss Tory, I got a young woman about your age lying on a table down at the funeral parlor. County ME’s got his job to do on her. Her family’s coming down tomorrow morning. Wouldn’t call any of that pleasant for anybody.”
He’d wanted her to have that picture in her head. Tory acknowledged it with a nod. “You’re a harder man than I remember.”
“You’re a harder woman. I guess we both got reason.”
“Don’t talk to me.” She opened the door herself, stepped inside.
She’d braced herself, and concentrated on the light first. The light in the room as he’d flicked the switch. The light Sherry had permeated through the air.
It was a long time before she spoke. A long time, while what was left in the room slid inside her.
“She liked music. She liked noise. Being alone just wasn’t natural to her. She liked to have people over. Voices, movement. They’re all so fascinating to her. She loved to talk.”
There was fingerprint dust on the phone. She didn’t notice that it smeared her own fingers as she trailed them over it.
Who was Sherry Bellows? That had to come first.
“Conversations were like food to her. She’d have starved to death without them. She liked to find out about people, to listen to them talk about themselves. She was very happy here.”
She paused, letting her fingers brush over picture frames, the arm of a chair.
“Most people don’t really want to hear what people say, but she did. Her questions weren’t a ploy to wheedle an opening to talk about herself. She had such plans. Teaching was an adventure to her. All those minds to feed.”
She walked past Cade and Carl D. Though she was aware of them, they were becoming less important to her, their presence less real.
“She loved to read.” Tory spoke quietly as she wandered toward a cheap, brass-plated shelf filled with books.
Images floated through her mind of a pretty young woman tucking books on the shelf, taking them out, curled up with them on the chair on the patio with a big, shaggy dog snoring at her feet.
It was easy to blend into those images, to open to them, become part of them. She tasted salt—potato chips—on her tongue, and felt a lovely wave of contentment.
“But that’s just another way to be with people. You slide into the book. You become a character, your favorite character. You experience.
“The dog gets up on the sofa with you, or in the bed. He leaves hair everywhere. You swear you could make a coat out of the hair he sheds, but he’s such a sweetheart. So you run the vacuum most every day. Turn the music up so you can hear it over the motor.”
Music pulsed inside her head. Loud, cheerfully loud. Her foot tapped to it.
“Mr. Rice next door, he complained about that. But you bake him some cookies and bring him around. Everyone’s so nice in this town. It’s just where you wanted to be.”
She turned from the bookshelf. Her eyes were blurry, blank, but she was smiling.
Cade’s heart skipped a beat as her smoky gaze passed over him. Passed through him.
“Jerry, the little boy from upstairs, he’s just crazy about Mongo. Jerry’s just as cute as a bug and twice as pesky. One day you want a little boy just like him, all eyes and grins and sticky fingers.”
She turned in a circle, her lips curved, her eyes blind.
“Sometimes in the afternoon after school they’ll go out and run around together, or he’ll throw Mongo tennis balls. Fuzzy yellow balls that get all wet and messy. It’s fun to sit on the patio and watch them. Jerry has to go in, his mother called him in to do his chores before supper. Mongo’s just plain worn out, so he’ll sleep out on the patio. You want the music on, loud as you can without bothering Mr. Rice, because you’re feeling so happy. So hopeful. A glass of wine. White wine. Not really good wine, but you can’t afford better. Still it’s nice enough and you can sip and listen to the music and plan.”
She walked to the patio doors, looked out. Instead of dark she saw early twilight. The big dog spread out on the concrete like a shaggy welcome mat and snoring lightly.
“Lots to think about, so many plans. So much to do. You feel so good about things and just can’t wait to get started. You want to have a party, have the rooms crowded with people, and flirt with that gorgeous vet, and that slick-looking Cade Lavelle. My, my, they sure grow them handsome in Progress. But now you should make a meal. You have to feed the dog. Maybe another glass of wine while you’re putting it together.”
She strolled into the kitchen, humming the tune she heard in her head. Sheryl Crow. “A salad. A nice big salad, with extra carrots because Mongo likes them. You’ll mix them in with his kibble.” She reached down, brushed her fingers over the handle of the cupboard, then let out a gasp, stumbled back.
Instinctively Cade moved toward her, but Carl D. gripped his arm. “Don’t.” He spoke in a whisper, as though in church. “Let her be.”
“He was there. Just there.” Tory’s breathing came in quick, short bursts now. She had both hands fisted at her throat. “You didn’t hear him. You can’t see him. There’s a knife. He has a knife. Oh God, oh God, oh God. His hand’s over your mouth, squeezing. The knife’s at your throat. You’re so scared. So scared. You won’t scream. You won’t. You’ll do anything if he doesn’t hurt you.
“His voice is at your ear, soft, quiet. What did he do with Mongo? Did he hurt him? It’s all tumbling in your head. It’s not real. It can’t be real. But the knife’s so sharp. He pushes you and you’re afraid you’ll stumble and the knife …”
She shuffled out of the kitchen, braced a hand on the wall when she swayed. “The blinds are drawn. No one can see. No one can help. He wants you in the bedroom, and you know what he’s going to do. If you could only get away, away from the knife.”
Tory froze at the door to the bedroom. Nausea rolled into her in short, choppy waves. “I can’t. I can’t.” She turned her face to the wall, struggling to find herself through all the fear and violence. “I don’t want to see this. He killed her here, why do I have to see it?”
“That’s enough.” Cade shoved away Carl D.’s restraining hand. “Goddamn it, that’s enough.”
But when he reached for Tory, she stumbled away. “It’s in my head. I’ll never get it out of my head. Don’t talk to me. Don’t touch me.”
She pressed her hands to her face, trapping her own breath, and let it claw back inside her.
“Oh. Oh. He pushes you on the bed, facedown. And he’s on top of you. He’s already hard, and feeling him, feeling him pressing against you, you struggle. The fear’s wild inside you. Huge, choking. There’s a heat to it. Fear burns.”
She moaned, went down to her knees beside the bed. “He hits you. Hard. The back of the neck. The pain’s so sharp, it rushes through you, stuns you. He hits you again, the side of your face explodes with it. You taste blood. Your own blood. Blood tastes the same as terror. The same. He yanks your arms behind your back, and the pain of that’s just another layer.”
Tentacles of that pain slithered and groped inside her, tangled with a horror so huge it seemed the mass of it all would burst out of her brain. She pressed her face to the side of the mattress, dug her fingers into it.
“It’s dark. The room’s dark, and the music’s playing and you can’t think over the pain. You’re crying. You try to plead with him, but he’s tied a cloth over your mouth. He hits you again and you start sliding away somewhere. Half conscious, you hardly feel it when he cuts your clothes away. The knife nicks you, but it’s worse, so much worse when he uses his hands on you.”
Tory doubled over, wrapped her arms around her belly, and began to rock. “It hurts. It hurts. You can’t even cry when he’s raping you. Just let it be over, but he keeps beating himself into you and you have to go away. You have to be somewhere else. You have to go away.”
Exhausted, Tory laid her head on the side of the bed, closed her eyes. It was like being smothered, she thought dimly. Like being buried alive, so the blood rings in your ears like a thousand bells and the sweat that coats your body is cold. So viciously cold.
She had to fight her way back into the air.
Back into self.
“When he was finished with her, he strangled her with his hands. She couldn’t fight anymore. She cried, or he did. I can’t tell. But he cut the rope from around her wrists. He took it with him. He didn’t want to leave any of himself behind, but he did. Like an ice rime on glass. I can’t stay here. Please get me out of here. Please get me away from here.”
“It’s all right.” Cade bent down to gather her into his arms. Her skin was cold, slicked with sweat. “It’s all right, baby.”
“I’m sick. I can’t breathe in here.” She lay her head on his shoulder and let herself drop away.
He drove her home. She didn’t speak, didn’t move throughout the drive. She sat like a ghost, pale and silent, while the wind through the open windows of the truck blew over her face and hair.
There was an anger in him that had lashed out at Carl D. when the chief said he would follow them back. But she’d said to let him come. That was the last thing she’d said. So his anger had no target or release and built steadily inside him. His silence was like a bruise, gathering dark and full of violence.
He pulled up to the Marsh House, and she was out of the truck before he could come around to help her. “You don’t have to talk to him.” His voice was clipped, his eyes brutally cold.
“Yes, I do. You can’t see what I see, then not do whatever you can.” She shifted her exhausted eyes toward the police cruiser. “He knew that, and used it. There’s no need for you to stay.”
“Don’t be stupid,” he snapped, and turned to wait for Carl D. as she walked to the door.
“You watch your step.” Cade faced the chief the minute he was out of his cruiser. “You be very, very careful with her, or I’ll use whatever comes to hand to make you pay for it.”
“I expect you’re upset.”
“Upset?” Cade took a fistful of Carl D.’s shirt. He felt he could break the man in half. One quick snap. “You put her through that. And so did I,” he said, dropping his hand in disgust. “And for what?”
“I don’t know, not yet. Fact is, I’m a bit shaken by this. But I gotta use whatever comes to hand, too. And right now, that’s Tory. I’m feeling my way here, Cade.”
There was regret in his voice, in his eyes, a veneer over duty. “I don’t want to hurt that girl. If it makes you feel any better, I’m going to be careful. As careful as I know how. And I’m going to remember, probably the rest of my life, the way she looked back there.”
“So will I,” Cade said, and turned away.
She was making tea, an herbal blend she hoped would soothe her stomach and stop her hands from trembling. She said nothing when the two men walked in, but got out a bottle of bourbon, set it on the counter, then sat.
“I could use a shot of that. Ain’t supposed to on duty, but we got extenuating circumstances.”
Cade got out two glasses, poured doubles.
“He came in through the back,” Tory began. “You know that. You’ll already know a great deal that I can tell you.”
“I appreciate it.” Carl D. scraped back a chair. “You just tell me, how it feels best to you, and take your time.”
“She was alone in the apartment. She had a couple of glasses of wine. She felt good, excited, hopeful. She had music playing. She was in the kitchen when he came in. Fixing a salad for dinner, getting ready to feed the dog. He took her from behind, used the knife she’d set aside when she pulled out the dog food.”
Tory’s voice was flat, dull, her face expressionless. She lifted her tea, sipped, set it down. “She didn’t see him. He kept behind her, kept the knife to her throat. He’d closed the blinds to the patio. I think he locked the door, but it doesn’t matter. She didn’t try to run, she was too afraid of the knife.”
Absently, she lifted her hand to her throat, skimmed her fingers along her windpipe as if nursing a sting. “I don’t know what he said to her. Everything she felt was so much stronger than what he felt. He didn’t particularly want her. What was left of him there was rage and confusion and a kind of horrible pride. She was a substitute, a handy outlet for a … a need he doesn’t even understand. He took her into the bedroom, kept her facedown on the bed. He struck her several times, the back of the neck, the face. He tied her hands behind her back, good strong rope. He closed the curtains, so that they could be private, so that it would be dark. He didn’t want her to see his face, but more, I think more, he didn’t want to see hers. He sees another face when he rapes her. He uses the knife to cut off her clothes, he’s very careful, but he still nicks her, on the back, and up by her shoulder.”
Carl D. nodded, took a long drink. “That’s right. She had two shallow cuts, and there were ligature marks on her wrists, but we didn’t find any rope.”
“He took it with him. He’s never done this inside before. It’s always been out-of-doors, and there’s something exciting about doing these things to her in bed. When he hits her, it gives him pleasure. He likes to hurt women. But more than pleasure it provides him with a kind of relief for this pent-up hunger in him. This need to prove himself a man. He’s a man when he makes a woman bend to his will. While he rapes her he’s happier, someone stronger inside himself, than he is any other time. He celebrates his manhood this way, in a way he can’t in any other.”
Trying to see him, to crawl inside him, hurt her head. She rubbed at her temple, pushed harder. “It is sexual for him, and he believes she was meant to be taken, to be dominated. He’s convinced himself of that, and still he’s careful. He uses a condom. How does he know who she’s fucked? She’s a whore, like all the others. A man has to look out for himself.”
“You said he didn’t want to leave any of himself behind.”
“Yes, he won’t leave his seed inside her. She doesn’t deserve it. I—this isn’t what I feel from him, I feel almost nothing from him.” Her fingers drilled at her throbbing temple. “There are blanks and dead ends. Turns in him. I don’t know how to tell you.”
“That’s fine,” Carl D. told her. “Go ahead.”
“This isn’t an act of procreation, but of punishment for her, and ego for him. During the process, she ceases to exist for him. She’s nothing, so it’s easy to kill her. When it’s over, he’s proud, but he’s angry, too. It’s never exactly what he hoped it would be, it never completely purges him. Her fault, of course. The next time will be better. He cuts the rope, he turns off her music, and he leaves her in the dark.”
“Who is he?”
“I don’t see his face. I can see some of his thoughts, some of the more desperate of his emotions, but I don’t see him.”
“He knew her.”
“He’d seen her, I think he’s spoken to her. He knew enough to know about the dog.” Tory closed her eyes a moment, tried to focus. “He drugged the dog. I think he drugged the dog. Burger laced with something. Risky. This was all very risky and that added to the excitement. Someone might have seen him. All the other times there was no one to see.”
“What other times?”
“The first was Hope.” Her voice broke. She lifted her tea again, calmed herself. “There were four others that I know of. I had a friend look into it. She found out there’ve been five over the last eighteen years. All of them killed in late August, all of them young blondes. Each one was the age Hope would have been if she’d lived. I think Sherry was younger, but she wasn’t the one he wanted.”
“A serial killer? Over eighteen years.”
“You can verify it with the FBI.” She looked at Cade then, for the first time since they’d sat down. “He’s still killing Hope. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
She rose, and her cup clattered in the saucer as she carried it to the counter. “I’m afraid it could be my father.”
“Why?” Cade kept his eyes on her face. “Why would you believe that?”
“He has—when he hurt me, it aroused him.” The shame of it sliced through her, shards of glass jagged and edged with bitter heat. “He never touched me sexually, but it aroused him to hurt me. I think, looking back, I can’t be sure he didn’t know of my plans to meet Hope that night. When he came in for supper he was in a good mood, a rare one. It was as if he was waiting for me to make a mistake, to open the door so that he could pounce. When I did, when I told my mother she could find the canning wax up in the top of the cupboard—such a stupid mistake—he had me. He didn’t always beat me that bad, but that night… When he was finished he could be sure I wasn’t going anywhere.”
She came back to the table. “Sherry was in the store when he came in yesterday. He asked her about her dog, and she’d just filled out an application for a job. I had the paper on the counter. Her name, her address, her phone number. He would have been certain of me, certain I’d be too afraid to tell anyone I’d seen him. He wouldn’t have expected me to go to the police. But he couldn’t have been sure of her.”
“You believe Hannibal Bodeen killed Sherry Bellows because she’d seen him?”
“It would have been his excuse, his justification for what he wanted to do. I only know he’s capable of it. I can’t tell you any more. I’m sorry. I’m not feeling well.”
She walked away from the table and closed herself in the bathroom.
She couldn’t fight off the sickness anymore and let it come. Let it empty her out. Afterward she lay on the floor, on the cool tiles, and waited for the weakness to abate. The quiet seemed to echo in her ears along with her own heartbeat.
When she could she got to her feet, and turned the shower to blistering hot. She was chilled to the bone. It seemed nothing could warm her, but the water helped her imagine all the ugliness, the smear of it being washed off her skin if not out of her mind.
Steadier, she wrapped herself in a towel, dosed herself with three aspirin, and stepped out, prepared to curl into bed and lose herself in sleep.
Cade was standing by the window, looking out over the moon-washed dark. He’d left the lights off so that silvered glow silhouetted him there. She could hear the flutter of night beyond the screen, the wings and whines that were the music of the marsh.
Her heart ached for everything she couldn’t stop herself from loving.
“I thought you’d gone.” She walked to the closet for her robe.
He didn’t turn. “Are you feeling any better?”
“Yes, I’m fine.”
“Hardly that. I just want to know if you’re any better.”
“Yes.” Decisively, she belted the robe. “I’m better. Thank you. You’re under no obligation here, Cade. I know what to do for myself.”
“Good.” He turned, but his face remained in shadows. She couldn’t read it, refused to try to see anything else. “Tell me what to do for you.”
“Nothing. I’m grateful you went with me, and that you brought me home. It’s more than you had to do, more than can be expected of anyone.”
“Now back off? Or is that just what you expect? For me to go, to leave you alone, to take myself off to a nice comfortable distance. Comfortable for whom? You or me?”
“Both, I imagine.”
“You don’t think any more of me than that? Any more of us?”
“I’m awfully tired.” Her voice wavered, shaming her. “I’m sure you are, too. It couldn’t have been pleasant for you.”
He stepped toward her then and she saw what she’d known she would see. Anger, black waves of it. So she shut her eyes.
“For God’s sake, Tory.” His hand brushed over her cheek, back into the wet tangle of her hair. “Has everyone always let you down?”
She didn’t speak, couldn’t. A tear slid down her cheek and lay glistening on his thumb. She went, biddable as a child, as he led her to the bed, lifted her onto his lap.
“Just rest,” he murmured. “I’m not going anywhere.”
She pressed her face into his shoulder. Here was comfort, and strength, and above all the solidity no one had ever offered her. He asked no questions, so neither would she. Instead she curled into him, lifted her mouth to his.
“Touch me. Please. I need to feel.”
Gently, so gently, he ran his hands over her. He could give her the comfort of his body, take his own in hers. Trembling she reached for him, her lips parting under his and going warm.
Slowly, so slowly, he loosened the tie of the robe, slipped it from her. Laid his hand on her heart. It beat frantically, and her breathing still caught on sobs she fought back.
“Think of me,” he murmured, and lay her on the bed. “Look at me.”
He touched his lips to her throat, her shoulders, skimming his hands through her hair when she reached up to unbutton his shirt.
“I need to feel,” she repeated. “I need to feel you.” She put her palms against his chest. “You’re warm. You’re real. Make me real, Cade.”
She sank into him when his mouth came back to hers, sank deep into the tenderness of it, the kindness that erased the horror she’d seen. The calm came first, the understanding that this brush and slide of flesh, this meeting of bodies, had nothing to do with pain or fear.
His mouth on her breast, feeding, arousing, sped the beat of her blood. His hands, strong, patient, washed her mind clear of everything but the need to join.
She sighed out his name as he danced over the first peak.
She was fluid, and open, rising toward him, sliding against him. When she rolled, he found her mouth again, then let her set the pace. She rose over him, her hair like wet ropes gleaming over her shoulders. Her face was flushed with life, damp with tears.
She took him into her, bowing back, her breath catching, releasing, her fingers locking with his as she began to move.
There was nothing in his world now but her, the heat of her surrounding him, the steady rise and fall of her hips as she rode him. The dark smoke of her eyes stayed wide and fixed on his even as her breath began to tear.
He saw her come, watched the force of it ripple through her.
“God.” She brought their joined hands to her breasts. “More. Again. Touch me, touch me, touch me.”
He took her breasts in his hands, reared up, and took them into his mouth so that she arched back. When she gripped his hair, he drove deeper. Filling her, taking her. Taking himself.
They stayed wrapped around each other. Even when he shifted to lie with her, they remained tangled and close. She breathed him in.
“You should sleep now,” he murmured.
“I’m afraid to sleep.”
“I’ll be right here.”
“I thought you would go.”
“I know.”
“You were so angry. I thought…” No, she needed another minute. Courage didn’t come without effort. “Would you get me some water?”
“All right.” He shifted, and rising, pulled on his jeans before he went out into the kitchen.
She heard him open a cupboard for a glass, close it again. And when he came back she was sitting on the side of the bed in her robe. “Thank you.”
“Tory, are you always sick afterward?”
“No.” Her hand tightened on the glass. “I’ve never done anything like … I can’t talk about that yet. But I need to talk. I need to tell you about something else. About when I was in New York.”
“I know what happened. It wasn’t your fault.”
“You only know parts and pieces. What you heard in the news. I need to explain.”
Because she’d tightened up again, he combed his fingers through her hair. “You wore your hair differently there. You’d lightened it, cut it shorter.”
She managed a laugh. “My attempt at a new me.”
“I like it better this way.”
“I changed a lot more than my hair when I went there. Escaped there. I was only eighteen. Terrified but exhilarated. They couldn’t make me go back, and even if he came after me, he couldn’t make me go back. I was free. I’d saved some money. I’ve always been good at saving money, and Gran gave me two thousand dollars. I suppose it saved my life. I was able to afford a little apartment. Well, a room. It was on the West Side, this cramped little space. I loved it. It was all mine.”
She could remember, could bring back inside her, the sheer joy of standing in that empty box of a room, of hugging herself as she stared out the window at the dour brick face of the next building. She could hear the riot of noise from the street below as New York shoved its way toward the business of the day.
She could remember the absolute bliss of being free.
“I got a job at a souvenir shop, sold a lot of Empire State Building paperweights and T-shirts. After a couple of months, I found a better job, at a classy gift shop. It was a longer commute, but the pay was a little better and it was so nice to be around all those lovely things. I was good at it.”
“I don’t doubt it.”
“The first year, I was so happy. I was promoted to assistant manager, and I made some friends. Dated. It was so blessedly normal. I’d forget for long periods that I hadn’t always lived there, then someone would comment on my accent and it would bring me back here. But that was all right. I’d gotten away. I was exactly where I wanted to be, who I wanted to be.”
She looked at him then. “I didn’t think of Hope. I didn’t let myself think of her.”
“You had a right to your own life, Tory.”
“That’s what I told myself. God knows that’s what I wanted more than anything else in the world. My own. I’d gone back to see my parents during that period, partly out of obligation. Partly, too, because things never seem as bad as they were when you’re away from them. I suppose I thought that since I felt so … normal, that I could have a normal relationship with them.”
She paused, shut her eyes. “But mostly I went back because I wanted to show them what I’d made of myself despite them. Look at me: I have nice clothes, a good job, a happy life. So there.” She gave a weak laugh. “I failed on all three levels.”
“No, they did.”
“Doesn’t matter. I guess I was a little off balance because of the visit even after I got back to New York. Then one day after work, not long after that, I went by the market. Picked up a few things. I don’t even remember exactly. But I took my bag home and started to put everything away.”
She looked down at her water, clear water in a clear glass. “Then I was standing there in that tiny kitchen, with the refrigerator open and a carton of milk in my hand. A carton of milk,” she repeated, her voice hardly a whisper. “With a picture of a little girl on the side. Karen Anne Wilcox, age four. Missing. But I wasn’t seeing the picture, I was seeing her. Little Karen, only she didn’t have blond hair like in the picture. It was brown and cut nearly short as a boy’s. She was sitting in a room by herself playing with dolls. It was February, but I could see the sky out her window. Pretty blue sky, and I could hear the water. The sea. Why, Karen Anne’s in Florida, I thought. She’s at the beach. And when I came back to myself, the milk carton was on the floor with the milk spilling out of it.”
She drank again, then set the glass aside. “I was so angry. What business of it was mine? I didn’t know this girl, or her parents. I didn’t want to know them. How dare they interfere with my life that way? Why should I have to be involved? Then I thought of Hope.”
She rose, walked to the window. “I couldn’t stop thinking about her, about the little girl. I went to the police. They thought I was just one more lunatic, passed me off, rolled their eyes while they spoke very slowly, as if I were stupid as well as crazy. I was embarrassed and angry, but I couldn’t get the child out of my head. While two of the detectives were interviewing me, I lost my temper. I said something to one of them about how if he weren’t so damned closed-minded he’d listen instead of worrying how much the mechanic was going to hose him for over the transmission job.
“That got their attention. Turned out the older one, Detective Michaels, had his car in the shop. They still didn’t believe me, but now I worried them. The interview turned into more of a grilling. They kept pushing and pushing, and my nerves were fraying. The younger one, I guess he was playing good cop, he went out and got me a Coke. He brought back this plastic bag. Evidence bag. Inside were mittens. Bright red mittens. They’d found them on the floor of Macy’s, where she’d been snatched while her mother was shopping. At Christmas. She’d been missing since December. He tossed them on the table, like a dare.”
She remembered his eyes. Jack’s eyes. The hardness in the beautiful green brilliance of Jack’s eyes.
“I wasn’t going to pick them up. I was so angry and ashamed. But I couldn’t help it. I picked up the bag, and I saw her so clear, in her little red coat. All the people crowded in, trying to buy presents. The noise. Her mama was right there at the counter, working on picking out a sweater. But she wasn’t paying attention, and the little girl wandered off. Just a few feet. Then the woman came and scooped her right up. She bundled her close, so close and tight, and pushed through people and right out the door. No one paid any attention. Everyone was busy. She told Karen to be very quiet because she was taking her to see Santa Claus, and she walked very fast, down the avenue very fast, and there was a car waiting. A white Chevrolet with a dented right fender and New York plates.”
She let out a sigh, shook her head. “I even had the plate number. God, it was all so clear. I could feel the bite of the wind as it whipped down the street. I told them all that, told them what the woman looked like after she took off the black wig. She had light brown hair and pale blue eyes and she was slim. She’d worn a big, bulky coat with padding under it.”
Tory glanced over her shoulder. Cade sat on the bed, watching, listening. “She’d planned this for weeks. She wanted a little girl, a pretty little girl, and she’d picked Karen out when she’d seen her mama walk her to day care. So she took her, that’s all. And she and her husband drove straight through to Florida. They cut her hair and dyed it, and didn’t let her go outside. They said she was a little boy named Robbie.”
She blinked, turned back. “They found her. It took a while because I couldn’t see just where. But they worked with the police in Florida, and within a couple of weeks, they found her in a trailer park in Fort Lauderdale. The people who had her didn’t hurt her. They bought her toys and fed her. They were sure she’d just forget. People think children forget, but they don’t.”
She sighed. Outside an owl began to hoot in long bass notes that echoed through the marsh and into the room where she stood.
“So Karen was the first for me. Her parents came to see me after to thank me. They cried. Both of them. I thought, maybe this is a gift. Maybe I’m meant to help people like this. I began to open myself to it, to explore it, even celebrate it. I read everything I could, I submitted to tests. And I began to see Jack—Detective Jack Krentz, the younger of the two cops who’d investigated the kidnapping. I fell in love with him.”
She came back for the water, drained the glass. “There were others after Karen. I thought I’d found the reason I was what I was. I thought I had everything. I was wildly in love with a man I believed loved me, and considered me a kind of partner. Now and again he’d bring something home, ask me to hold it. I was thrilled to be able to help in his work. We did it quietly. I didn’t want any credit or any notoriety. But my work with missing children leaked, so I began to get both in that area. And with it, the letters, the calls, the pleas that haunt you night and day. Still I wanted so much to help.”
She set the empty glass aside, wandered away toward the window. “I didn’t notice the way Jack was starting to watch me. That cool-eyed stare of his. I thought it was just his way. He was the first man I’d been with, and we were together—we were lovers—for over a year when it started to fall apart.
“He was seeing someone else. She was there in his mind, her smell in his senses when he came to me. I was betrayed and furious and I confronted him. Well, he was more betrayed, more furious, and much better at it. I had spied on his thoughts. I was worse than a freak. How could he have a relationship with a woman who couldn’t respect his privacy, who invaded his mind?”
“He managed to turn that one around on you. He cheats, and you’re wrong.” Cade shook his head. “You didn’t buy that?”
“I wasn’t quite twenty-two years old. He was my first and only lover. More, I loved him. And I had, however unintentionally, spied on his thoughts. So I took the blame, but it wasn’t enough. He began to berate me, to accuse me of trying to take the credit for the good, hard work he put into cases. Whatever he’d felt for me in the beginning had turned into something else and it hurt both of us. And as things were falling apart between us, there was Jonah. Jonah Mansfield.”
She pressed a hand to her chest, squeezed her eyes shut a minute. “Oh, it still breaks my heart. He was eight and had been kidnapped by his parents’ former housekeeper. The police knew that, there was a ransom demand of two million dollars. Jack was assigned to the team working the case. He didn’t bring it to me. The Mansfields did. They asked me for help, I told them what I could. The boy was being held in some sort of basement. I didn’t know if it was a home or a building, but it was across the river. Jack was furious I’d gone around him, behind his back. He wouldn’t listen to me. They hadn’t hurt the boy, and they were prepared to give him back if the ransom was paid, and if it was delivered exactly as they’d outlined. Was I willing to risk a child’s life so I could prove what a wonder I was? That’s what he asked me, and he had so eroded my confidence that I wasn’t sure.”
She let out a shaky breath. “I’m still not really sure what the answer to that question is. But I could see the boy, and I could see the woman. She was going to let him go. It was only money to her, and petty revenge against the Mansfields for firing her. I told them he was being treated well. He was scared, but he was all right. I told them to pay the ransom, to do what she said and get their son back safe. Really, no more or less than what the police wanted them to do. But what I didn’t see, what I didn’t see because I was so devastated by Jack, was that the men working with her weren’t as coolheaded as she.”
Her voice cracked. Oh yes, she thought. It still breaks the heart. “I told Jack there were two men, but the investigation indicated there was only one. The woman, and one accomplice. I was muddying the waters, getting in the way. When the money was paid, they did what they’d planned to do, what I hadn’t seen, all along. They killed Jonah, and the woman.”
She took a deep breath. “I didn’t know about it till I heard it on the news, until the reporters started calling me. I’d pulled back, curled up in my own little ball of misery because Jack had turned away from me.
“I don’t know how they expected to get away. They had a van, and it seemed they planned to just drive off. But they hadn’t really planned anything. It was the woman who’d laid it all out, who’d calculated the steps. But in the end, they didn’t want to share the money with her. They figured they’d just drive west, but the police had trailed the money and were waiting for them.
“Two police officers were shot, and one of the kidnappers was fatally wounded. I hadn’t seen any of that. What I’d persuaded the parents to do resulted in the death of their child.”
“No, the kidnapping resulted in the death of their child. Circumstances, greed, fear.”
“I couldn’t have saved him. I’ve learned to live with that. The same way I’ve learned to live with not saving Hope. But it left me broken. I spent weeks in the hospital, years in therapy, but I never really got it all back. Not all. Some of the blame was mine, Cade, because I was so distracted, so distraught about Jack that I didn’t focus, I didn’t pay enough attention. My life was falling apart and I was desperate to keep him part of it. Part of me. Even when he denounced me, helped smear me in the press, I didn’t blame him. For a long, long time, I didn’t blame him. Part of me still doesn’t.”
“He was more concerned about his ego than you. More concerned about his ego than that child.”
“I don’t know that. It was a difficult time. He was unhappy in our relationship and wary of me.”
“So he left you twisting in the wind on a rope he helped make. Is that what you expect from me, Tory?”
“It’s what I expected,” she said calmly. “At this point, I don’t know what to expect from you. I just want you to know I understand what it’s like for you.”
“No, I don’t think you understand anything. He wasn’t in love with you. I am.”
She made a sound, part gasp, part sob, but stayed exactly where she was.
“So.” He got to his feet. “What are you going to do about it?”
“I—” Her throat closed. Not fear, she realized as she stared at him. It wasn’t fear filling her. It was hope. Flying on it, she leaped into his arms.
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As horrible as murder was, it was still interesting. A night’s distance from it made it more like a movie than real life. Faith wasn’t about to stay cooped up at Beaux Reves, when she could poke around in town and be in the center of the reel.
Lilah had seen through her, of course, and loaded her down with errands. If she was going to gossip, Lilah told her when she’d handed over her list, she might as well be productive, too.
And she shouldn’t forget to report all the details when she got home again.
There was plenty of gossip to be found.
At the drugstore, odds were in favor of an old boyfriend who’d come to town to convince Sherry to mend things and then had gone crazy when she’d refused. After all, she’d only been in town a few weeks. A young, pretty girl like that was bound to have left a boyfriend or two back home.
At the post office there was little doubt the killer had been Sherry’s secret lover, and the sex had gotten out of hand. No one named any likely candidates for the secret lover position, but it was a consensus over the stamp buying and certified-letter sending that she’d had one. A woman who looked like that was bound to have a lover. And it was a sure bet he was married, else why had nobody known about him?
This led to the theory that Sherry had threatened to go to his wife, and the ensuing argument had led to violence.
The smart money picked up this theory and ran with it, putting every married man in the area between twenty and sixty on the list of suspects, with the odds favoring a teacher or administrator from Progress High.
But Faith remembered what Tory had said while they’d sat on the grass outside Sherry’s apartment. And she remembered Hope.
It wouldn’t hurt to stop by Southern Comfort and see what Tory had to say about things today.
She stopped by the market first and soberly contemplated the bananas. A few feet away Maxine loaded a bag with apples and sniffled. Faith edged a little closer and picked a bunch of bananas at random.
“Well, hi there, Maxine. You all right, honey?”
Maxine shook her head, blinked back fresh tears that swam into her eyes. “I just can’t seem to function. Wade gave me the day off because I was feeling so sad, but I couldn’t stay home.”
“Maxine, sweetie.”
Faith cursed her faulty internal radar when Boots Mooney guided her shopping cart into produce. She wasn’t in the mood to tangle with Wade’s mother again.
The three carts bumped each other, face-to-face. Boots made cooing noises and handed Maxine a hankie.
“It just keeps hitting me, over and over.” Maxine dabbed at her eyes. “I told Ma I’d do the grocery shopping, and now I can’t think.”
Boots nodded. “I guess we’re all upset about poor Sherry Bellows.”
“I just don’t know how it could happen. I don’t understand it. It’s not supposed to happen here.“
“I know. You shouldn’t be scared.” Sympathetic, Faith rubbed Maxine’s shoulder. “Most people think it was a boyfriend who went crazy.”
“She didn’t have a boyfriend.” Maxine fumbled in her pocket, pulled out a tattered tissue. “She wasn’t seeing anybody at all, but she had a little thing for Wade.”
“Wade?” Faith’s hand froze, as did die expression of compassion on her face. Over Maxine’s bent head her eyes locked with Boots’s.
“She liked to come in and flirt with him. Started out pumping me for information about him. Not obnoxious like,” Maxine added with another sniffle. “But friendly. Interested. You know, was he married, was he seeing someone, that kind of thing.”
Faith dropped her comforting hand. “I see.”
“He’s so good-looking, you know. I had a crush on him myself a while back, so I couldn’t blame her.” Remembering herself, Maxine flushed and peeked above the hankie toward Boots. “Beg your pardon, Miss Boots. Wade, he never—”
“Of course not.” Boots gave Maxine’s back a quick pat. “Why, I’d think there was something wrong with a young woman if she didn’t get herself a crush on my Wade.” Her gaze drifted to Faith again, narrowed. “He’s a wonderful man.”
“Yes’m, he is, so you couldn’t blame Sherry for having an eye for him.”
Really, Faith thought. Couldn’t you really?
“And we got to be friends, Sherry and me,” Maxine went on, comforted by the two sympathetic pairs of ears. “She helped me study sometimes, and we were going to go out and celebrate when the semester was over. Drive down to Charleston, we thought, and go to some clubs. Said she was man-deprived just now. Didn’t mind so much while she’d been getting her degree and starting her career, but she was looking to start dating again.” Maxine wiped her eyes again. “She wanted to get married one day, have a family. We talked about it.”
“I’m sorry,” Boots answered. “I didn’t know you were close.”
“She was just so nice. And she was smart and we had a lot of things in common. She’d worked through college, just like I am. We could talk about clothes and guys and just anything. We both loved dogs. I don’t know what’s going to happen to her poor dog now. I’d take him, but I just can’t.”
She began to weep then, as much for the dog as for her lost friend. “Don’t take on so, Maxine.” Faith’s radar was working now, well enough for her to sense the other shoppers nudging closer to try to catch a few words. “Wade’ll find him a good home. And the chief’ll figure all this out.”
“I feel so sick inside. Just yesterday she was laughing and excited. We had lunch together in the park. She was going to work for Tory Bodeen at the new shop. Least she hoped to. She was making all these plans. It’s just that she was so alive one minute, and the next … I’m just so sad and confused about it.”
“I understand.” Faith knew very well what it was like to be left behind after death. “Honey, you should just go on home. Want me to take you?”
“No, thanks, no. I think I’ll just walk. I keep expecting to see her, coming down the street with Mongo. I just keep expecting that,” Maxine murmured, and scrubbing at tears, walked toward the exit.
“I know,” Faith said quietly, and turned blindly away. She couldn’t explain how much worse it was when you did see the dead, every time you looked in the mirror.
“Here.” Boots held out a second hankie.
“You’re prepared.” Annoyed with herself, Faith took it long enough to stop any damage to her mascara.
“I’m heartsick about that girl, and I barely knew her.” To give Faith a moment to recover, Boots began to select apples. “I came out myself today because I couldn’t think about anything else at home. Poor little Maxine. How much harder is it on her? It was kind of you to offer to take her home.”
“It would’ve gotten me out of marketing duty.”
Boots laid a hand on Faith’s arm until Faith looked at her. “It was kind of you,” she repeated. “It’s a comfort to me to see kindness in the woman my son is in love with. Just as it was to see that little flash of jealousy. All in all, I’m glad I decided to give myself and J.R. a break from our diet and make apple cobbler tonight. You give my best to your mother, and Lilah, won’t you?”
Boots glided away with her apples, leaving Faith frowning after her. “Pretty sharp, aren’t you, Miss Boots, for all your fluttering?” Faith mumbled. “Pretty goddamn sharp.”
Irritated, Faith pushed her cart through produce, plucking up Lilah’s items and wishing she’d skipped the damn market altogether.
She had been jealous. Damn it. Had Wade flirted back? She scowled at the boxes of butter in dairy. Of course he had. He was a man. Very likely he’d considered doing more than flirting. The bastard. How many times had he imagined Sherry naked, fantasized about getting her that way, and then …
Good Christ, what was she doing? Working herself up into a mad on Wade over a dead woman? How petty, how shallow, how horrible could she be?
“Faith?”
“What?” She snapped it out, whirled with a box of Land O Lakes in her hand and a killing glare on her face.
Dwight held up a hand for peace. “Whoa. Sorry.”
“No, I’m sorry. My mind was on something.” Making the effort, she put a bright smile on her face and bent down to the toddler riding in the basket seat. “And aren’t you the handsomest thing? You and Daddy doing the marketing today?”
Luke held up an open box of Oreos. “Got cookies,” he announced, and as his face was already smeared with black, he’d been enjoying them.
“So I see.”
“His mama’s going to scalp me if I don’t clean him up before she sees him.”
“Faces wash.” But Faith moved strategically out of the reach of chocolate-gunked fingers. “Lissy got you doing the shopping today?”
“She’s not feeling well. Got herself in a state about what happened yesterday. She says she’s afraid to set foot outside the house, and had me checking locks six times last night.”
And wasn’t it just like Lissy Frazier to make it all about her, Faith thought, but nodded sympathetically. “I guess it makes us all a little edgy.”
“She’s a bundle of nerves right now. I’m that worried about her, Faith, seeing as she’s got another month or so before the baby comes. Her mother’s over there, staying with her a while. I figure the Champ and me—” He paused to ruffle Luke’s hair. “We’d take ourselves off for a while. Give her some peace and quiet.”
“Aren’t you the good daddy? Have you heard any more about where things stand?”
“Carl D.’s investigating, and he isn’t sharing a lot. I guess it’s too soon for that. I guess they’ll get the autopsy results soon. Carl D.’s a good man, don’t mean to say otherwise. But this sort of thing …” He trailed off, shook his head. “It’s not what he’s used to dealing with. None of us is.”
“It’s not the first time it’s happened.”
He glanced back, looking blank for a minute, then his eyes clouded. “I’m sorry, Faith, I wasn’t thinking. This must bring back bad memories for you.”
“The memories are always there. I just hope they catch this one, catch him and hang him by his toes and cut off his—”
“Ah—” Lips twisted into a pained smile, Dwight squeezed her arm and rolled his eyes toward his son. “Little ears.”
“Sorry,” she said, as Luke decorated his dandelion puff hair with the best part of an Oreo. “Honey, Lissy’s going to stomp you into the ground till your ears bleed if you bring her boy home in that shape.”
“I oughta get points for bringing home groceries.”
“You get minor points for that, we’re talking major here. For major, try jewelry.”
“Well, you’d know.” Dwight scratched his head. “Actually, I was thinking of hunting her up a present, take her mind off her worries. Thought I’d stop by the drugstore and find some perfume.”
“They haven’t got anything special in there. Old-lady scents mostly. You go by Tory’s place, and you’ll find what you’re looking for. Put a smile back on Lissy’s face.”
Dwight took a good look at Luke, who was now happily coating the red plastic handle of the cart with black Oreo goo. “You think I’m taking this bull calf in that china shop?”
“You got a point there.” The plan that formulated in her mind pleased her very much. “I’ll tell you what we’ll do, Dwight. You give me the money, and I’ll go on in and find something that’ll make you a hero. When you’re done marketing, and scrape a few layers of cookie off your Luke, you just come by, and I’ll run it out to you.”
“Really? You wouldn’t mind?”
“I was going by anyway. Besides, what are friends for?” She held out her hand, palm up.
“Good thing I just went to the bank. I got cash.” Delighted, he took out his wallet, counted bills into her hand. When he stopped, she simply stared balefully at him.
“Cough it up, Dwight. You can’t be a hero for under two hundred.”
“Two hundred? Jesus, Faith, you’ll take all but my last dollar here.”
“Looks like you’ll have to go by the bank again.” She snatched the bills out of his wallet while he winced. “That’ll give me more time to find just the right thing.”
“What about your groceries here?” he called after her.
“Oh.” She waved dismissively. “I’ll come back later on.”
Dwight blew out a breath, put his nearly empty wallet back in his pocket. “I think,” he told his son, “we’ve just been hosed.”
It was perfect, Faith decided. She could go in, pick Tory’s brain, and do a good deed. Then it was only a hop and skip down to Wade’s office. She’d have time to decide whether to punish him for making her imagine him imagining sex with Sherry Bellows.
It couldn’t have worked out better.
This time she took Bee out of the car, snuggling, cooing. “Now, you’re going to be a good girl, aren’t you, so mean old Tory won’t complain. You sit like a sweetheart and I’ll give you a nice chewy bone. That’s Mama’s baby.”
“Don’t you bring that dog in here again.” Instantly Tory was out from behind the counter, ready to block Faith as she came in.
“Oh, stop being so pissy. She’s going to sit right here like a doll baby, aren’t you, Bee honey.” She lifted one of the puppy’s paws, waved it, while they both stared at Faith with equally innocent expressions.
“Damn it, Faith.”
“She’s just good as gold. You watch.” She dug out the bone first, as insurance, then set Bee down, pressing her rump until it hit the floor. “Besides, what kind of welcome is that when I have a mission, and cash,” she said, pulling out the wad of bills.
“If that dog pees on my floor—”
“She’s got too much dignity for that. I’m doing Dwight a little favor. Lissy’s feeling poorly and he wants to cheer her up with a nice present.”
Tory blew out a breath, but she calculated the number of bills Faith was cheerfully waving. “House or body decoration?”
“Body.”
“Let’s have a look.”
“Good thing Dwight ran into me. Men don’t have a clue about such things most of the time, and Lissy’s taste is all in her mouth. And it’s not so keen there.” Faith paused at the display case, lifted her eyebrows. “Was that a snicker?”
“I have too much dignity for that.”
“You ask me, you’ve got too much dignity for your own good. Let’s see that necklace there, the one with the pink topaz and moonstones.”
“You know your rocks.”
“You bet your ass. A woman wants to know if some man’s trying to pass off a peridot as an emerald. This is nice.” She held it up, let the light play over it. “But I think it’s too much metal for her. Really more my style.”
“Is this how you accomplish a mission?”
“I can do more than one thing at a time. Let’s just put this aside here so I can think about it.” She wandered down the case. “You doing all right?”
“Yes.”
“Well, don’t actually try to have a conversation and spoil your record.”
Tory opened her mouth, shut it again, blew out a breath. “I’m all right, a little shaky inside, I guess, but all right. How about you?”
Faith glanced up, smiled thinly. “See, your tongue didn’t turn black and fall out or anything. I’m well enough. Been gathering the gossip as I go. And don’t bother to look down your nose. You’re as interested in what people are saying as I am.”
“I’ve heard what they’re saying. I’ve had considerable traffic in here today. People love to come in and get a look at me, then flap about it all. It’s different for you, Faith, you’re one of them. I’m not. I don’t know why I thought I ever could be.”
“I can’t understand why you’d want to be, but if you do, you just have to stick with it. People get used to you around here. They’d get used to a one-eyed midget with a limp if he lived here long enough.”
“That’s comforting.”
“Let’s see this bracelet. Cade seems to have gotten used to you mighty fast.”
“Pink and blue topaz in silver. Lobster-claw clasp.”
“Very nice, very Lissy. Those earrings there. She’d want them to match. She doesn’t have the imagination for otherwise.”
“Seems odd you taking the time to pick out gifts for her when you don’t appear to like her.”
“Oh, I don’t dislike her.” Faith pursed her lips and considered the earrings. “She’s too silly for me to work up the energy to dislike. Always was. She makes Dwight happy, and I like him. Box these up, and wrap them up pretty. Dwight’ll owe me big. I think I’ll take this necklace for myself. Cheer up my mood.”
“You’re turning into my best customer.” Tory carried the jewelry to her counter. “Hard to figure.”
“You have things I admire in here.” Bee had fallen asleep with the bone in her mouth. Faith stopped long enough to beam at her in adoration. “Plus you seem to be making Cade happy, and I like him even more than I like Dwight.” She leaned on the counter while Tory boxed Lissy’s gifts. “Fact is, you’re sleeping with my brother. I’m sleeping with your cousin.”
“That practically makes us lovers.”
Faith blinked, snorted, then threw back her head and laughed. “Christ, that’s a frightening thought. And here I was wondering if I should consider us being friends.”
“Another frightening thought.”
“Isn’t it? Still, it occurred to me yesterday when we were sitting out there that you and I were probably feeling the same thing, thinking the same thing. Remembering the same thing. That’s a powerful connection.”
Tory tied the cord very carefully, very precisely. “It was very considerate of you to stay with me. I tell myself, often, that it’s better to be alone. But it’s difficult. Sometimes it’s very difficult.”
“I hate to be alone. More than anything else in the world. I am, so often, irritated by my own company.” She caught herself, laughed. “Well, listen to us, having almost an intimate conversation. I’m going to give you Dwight’s nice fresh cash for Lissy’s, but I’ll charge mine.”
Before she could reach into her purse, Tory reached out, laid a hand on hers. Odd, how it had become easier to touch, to be touched, since she’d come back to Progress. “In my life I never had another friend like Hope. I don’t know as any of us ever have friends the way we do as children. But I could use a friend.”
Flustered, Faith stared at her. “I don’t know that I make a particularly good one.”
“I know I haven’t, not since Hope, so that starts us on level ground. I think I’m in love with your brother.” She let out a long, shaky breath, moved her hand to keep it busy. “If it turns out I am, I think it would be nice, for everyone, if you and I could be friends.”
“I know I love my brother, though he is a regular pain in my ass. Life has some awfully screwy angles.” Faith laid Dwight’s money down, took out her credit card. “You close up at six, don’t you?”
“That’s right.”
“Why don’t you meet me after work? We’ll have us a drink.”
“All right. Where?”
Faith’s eyes glittered. “Oh, I think Hope Memorial would be appropriate.”
“I’m sorry?”
“In the swamp, you know where.”
“For God’s sake, Faith.”
“Haven’t been there yet, have you? Well, it’s time, I’d say, and it strikes me as a good spot to see if you and I turn a corner. Got the belly for it?”
Tory snapped up the credit card. “I do if you do.”
She hauled groceries home, and met Lilah’s complaint about her late arrival with just enough bitchiness at being given the chore in the first place to satisfy them both.
“And don’t start yapping that the tomatoes are too soft or the bananas too green, or next time I won’t be your errand girl.”
“You eat, don’t you? Don’t do another damn thing around here I can see, so you can haul the food in once in a blue moon.”
“The moon turns blue around here more than it used to.” Faith got out the iced tea, two glasses, then settled down to relay the gossip.
“So.” Lilah sat down, shifted comfortably. “What are they saying?”
“All manner of things, most of which are as far-fetched as a liberal Republican. Lot of people are saying it must’ve been an old boyfriend or a lover. A new, married lover. But I ran into Maxine in produce, and it turns out she was friends with Sherry, and she says Sherry didn’t have a boyfriend just now.”
“Don’t mean some idiot man didn’t think he should be.” Lilah took out her lipstick, twirling the tube up and down. “I heard she let him in though, ‘cause her dog didn’t send up a racket and there wasn’t no break-in like people thought at first.”
“Letting a man into your house doesn’t mean you want him to rape you.”
“Didn’t say so.” Lilah colored her lips, rubbed them together. “Just saying a woman’s got to be careful. You open a door for a man, you better be ready to boot his ass right back out again.”
“You’re such a romantic, Lilah.”
“I got plenty of romance in me, Miss Faith. I just balance it with good hard sense. Something you’re missing when it comes to men. Maybe that poor girl was missing it, too.”
“I’ve been sensible enough to kick plenty of them out on their ass.”
“Had to go and marry two of them first, though, didn’t you?”
Faith took out a cigarette, smiled blandly. “I could have married more than two. Least I’m not a spinster.”
Lilah met the smile equably. “Marriage was all it’s cracked up to be, it’d last longer. That girl, she didn’t have an ex-husband, did she?”
“No, I don’t think so.”
“Faith?” Margaret stood in the doorway, her face rigid. “I need to speak with you. In the parlor.”
“All right.” Faith rolled her eyes at Lilah, crushed out her cigarette. “I should’ve found more to do in town.”
“You show your mama some respect.”
“It would certainly be a shock to the system if she did the same for me.”
She took her time wandering to the parlor. Stopped once to check her manicure, another to smooth her hair in the hall mirror. When she walked in, her mother was sitting, stiff as dry plaster.
“I don’t approve of you gossiping with the servants.”
“I wasn’t. I was gossiping with Lilah.”
“Don’t take that tone with me. Lilah may be a valued member of this household, but it’s inappropriate for you to sit in the kitchen and gossip.”
“Is it appropriate for you to eavesdrop?” Faith slumped into a chair. “I’m twenty-six years old, Mama. It’s a long time since it would do you a lick of good to lecture me on behavior.”
“It never did any good. I’m told that you were with Victoria Bodeen yesterday. That you were together and were responsible for contacting the police.”
“That’s right.”
“It’s distressing enough that you have any connection with a situation as unseemly as this, but it’s intolerable that you are now linked with that woman.”
“That woman being Tory rather than the one who was raped and murdered?” Faith’s spine stiffened, but she remained lazily slumped.
“I will not have it. I will not have you associating with Victoria Bodeen.”
“Or?” Faith waited a beat. “You see, there aren’t any or’s at this point in our lives, Mama. I come and go when I please and with whom. I always did, but now you really have nothing to say about it.”
“I would think out of respect for your sister you would sever any connection, however tenuous it is, with the person I hold responsible for her death.”
“Maybe it’s out of respect for my sister that I’ve made this connection. You never could stand her,” Faith said conversationally. “I took your lead there, I suppose. You would have forbidden Hope to associate with her, but you could never really bring yourself to forbid Hope anything. And if you did, she got around you. She was infinitely more clever than I in that area.”
“Don’t speak of my daughter in that manner.”
“Yes, your daughter.” Now the brittle tone reflected in her eyes. “Something I never quite managed to be. Here’s something you may never have considered. Tory isn’t responsible for what happened to Hope, but she may very well be the key to it. It might bring you comfort to remember Hope as a bright light, as a life cut off before it really lived. It would bring me more comfort to finally know why. And know who.”
“You won’t find your comfort, or your answers, with that woman. You’ll only find lies. Her whole life is a lie.”
“Well then.” With a bright smile, Faith got to her feet. “Just gives us one more thing in common, doesn’t it?”
She walked away, putting a swagger in her step.
Margaret got immediately to her feet, walked quickly out and into the library with its towers of books and ornately plastered ceiling. She made the call first, tugging on the strings of friendship to request that Gerald Purcell come to her as soon as possible.
Assured he would make the trip within the hour, she walked to the safe secreted behind an oil painting of Beaux Reves and took out two folders.
She would use the hour to study the paperwork and prepare.
Shortly, she ordered tea to be served on the south terrace, along with scones and the frosted cakes she knew Gerald had a weakness for. She enjoyed the ritual in the afternoons when she was at home, the china, the silver, the precisely cut wedges of lemon, the mix of brown and white sugar cubes in the bowl.
As long as she was mistress of this house, she thought, it was a ritual that would be preserved. Beaux Reves, and all it stood for, would be preserved.
It was warm for tea alfresco, but the white umbrella offered shade, and the gardens provided what Margaret considered the appropriate backdrop. The tree roses that flanked the brick in their giant white pots were heavy with bloom, and her hibiscus added an exotic touch with their crimson trumpets.
She sat at the rippled glass table, hands folded, and looked out over what was hers. She had worked for it, nurtured it, and now, as always, she would protect it.
She glanced over as Gerald came through the terrace doors. He’d roast in the suit and tie, she thought idly, as she lifted a hand to his.
“I appreciate your coming so quickly. You’ll have some tea?”
“That would be lovely. You sounded troubled, Margaret.”
“I am troubled.” But her hand was rock steady as she lifted the Wedgwood teapot and poured. “It concerns my children, and Beaux Reves itself. You were Jasper’s attorney, so you understand the disposition of the farm, the properties, the interests of this family, as well as any of us. Better perhaps.”
“Of course.” He sat beside her, pleased that she remembered he preferred lemon to milk.
“Controlling interest in the farm was passed to Kincade. Seventy percent. That holds true for the factories, the mill as well. I hold twenty percent, and Faith ten.”
“That’s correct. The profits are divided and dispersed annually.”
“I’m aware of that. The properties, such as our interest in the apartment buildings, the houses that are rented, including the Marsh House, are in all three names, equally. Is that also correct?”
“Yes.”
“And, in your opinion, what impact would it have on Cade’s changes to the farm, his new operating system, if I withdrew my support, used my twenty percent and my influence with the board to sway them back toward more traditional methods.”
“It would cause him considerable difficulty, Margaret. But his weight is heavier than yours, and the profits add to his end of the scale. The board has no say in the farm in any case, just the mill and the factories.”
She nodded. “And the mill, the factories, help keep the farm running. If I were able to persuade Faith to add her interest to mine?”
“That would give you more ammunition, certainly.” He sipped his tea, pondered. “Might I ask, as your friend and your lawyer, if you’re dissatisfied with Cade’s performance at Beaux Reves?”
“I am dissatisfied with my son, and I believe he needs to put his mind and energies back into his inheritance without having it diverted into less worthy channels. Simply,” she said, as she buttered a scone, “I want Victoria Bodeen out of the Marsh House, out of Progress. At the moment Faith is being difficult, but she will come around. She’s always been a creature of the moment. I believe I can persuade her to sell me her interest in the properties. That would give me a two-thirds control. I would assume that the Bodeen girl has a year’s lease on the house, and on the building on Market. I want those leases broken.”
“Margaret.” He patted her hand. “You would be wise to let this lay.”
“I will not tolerate her association with my son. I will do whatever is necessary to end it. I want you to draw up a new will for me, cutting both Cade and Faith off.”
He thought of the scandal, the legal tangles, the vicious amount of work. “Margaret, please don’t be rash.”
“I won’t implement the will unless I have no choice, but I will use it to show Faith just how serious I am.” Margaret’s mouth thinned. “I have no doubt that when she realizes she stands to lose such a large sum of money, she will become very cooperative. I want my house back in order, Gerald. It would be a great favor to me if you looked over those leases and found the simplest way to break them.”
“You risk turning your son against you.”
“Better that than watching him drag down the family name.”
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I have not, since childhood, kept a diary or a journal, or written down my secret thoughts. It seems appropriate, since my childhood is so on my mind, to do so now. And to do so here, where Hope lost her life. Her childhood.
My papa, our papa, made this place for her with its pretty statue and its sweet-smelling flowers. It is more hers than the grave where he buried her on that steamy and sick-skied summer morning. I never shared this place with her. I chose not to, out of spite, certainly, but it gave me great satisfaction at the time.
What did I want with her silly games and her odd and unkempt friend?
I wanted them so desperately I refused to take them when they were offered. I am a difficult person. Sometimes I like myself that way. In any case, it is my nature to be contrary, so I of all people must live with it.
It might have been different for me, for all of us, if that night had never happened. If when I’d awoken in the morning, Hope had been in the next room. I would still have been sulking over my disgrace the night before. That had been a minor combat over peas, which I despised then and despise now.
I would have sulked because I found some pleasure in that activity, particularly when someone put in the effort to win me out of my pouts. I enjoyed the attention. Most any kind of attention I could manage.
I knew, even then, that in the pecking order of siblings, I came in a lowly third out of three. Cade was the heir apparent. He, after all, possessed a penis, and I did not. This, I suppose, was no fault of his, but I did indeed envy him that member for a short time in my youth. Until, of course, I learned that it was more than possible for a woman to possess as many of those interesting appendages as she liked, and in such a pleasant variety of ways.
I discovered sex early, and have enjoyed it without apology.
In any case, at eight, the sexual connotations of men and women were still a foggy area for me. I only knew that Cade was the master-in-training of Beaux Reves because he was a boy, and this did not sit well with me. He was afforded privileges I was denied, again because of his gender. And, I suppose to be fair, the four-year difference in our ages.
My father looked on him with such pride. Certainly he demanded quite a bit from Cade, but the look in Papa’s eyes, the tone of his voice, the very posture of his body, was a study in pride. Father for son. I could never be his son.
Nor could I be, as Hope was, his angel. He adored her. He had love for me, and he was a fair man. But it was painfully obvious that it was Hope who held his heart even as Cade held, well, his hopes. I was a kind of bonus, I imagine, the twin who came in tow with his angel.
With my mother Cade was also, I think, a source of pride. She had produced the son, as was expected of her. The Lavelle name would carry on because she had conceived and birthed a male. She was happy enough to give the dealing with him over to my father for the most part. What did she know of boys, after all? I wonder if Cade felt this smooth and easy distance. I imagine he did, but somehow he became a whole and admirable man despite it.
Because of it?
Naturally, Mama schooled him in manners, saw to his cleanliness, but his education, his time, his lot in life were my father’s bailiwick. I don’t remember ever hearing her question Papa about Cade.
Hope was her reward for a job well done. The daughter she could polish and mold, the child she would see from babyhood through to a proper marriage. She loved Hope for her sweetness and her quiet acquiescence. And she never saw, never, the rebel inside. Had Hope lived, I believe she would have done precisely what she pleased, and somehow have convinced Mama it was Mama’s own idea.
She got around her with Tory. She could get around her with anything.
God, I miss her. I miss that half of me that was bright and fun and eager. I miss her outrageously.
Myself I was a trial to Mama. How often I have heard her say so, therefore it must be true. I had none of Hope’s sweetness, nor her quiet acquiescence. I questioned, and I fought bitterly over things I didn’t even care about.
Notice me. Damn you all. Notice me.
How sad and pitiful.
Hope became friends with Tory a year before that summer. They were simply drawn together as some souls are. Even I could see the recognition between them, that click of connection. And they were, almost from the first, inseparable. More twins than my sister and I had ever been.
For that reason alone I disliked Victoria Bodeen intensely. I turned my nose up at her and her dirty feet and poor grammar, at her big watchful eyes and white-trash parents. But it was her closeness with Hope that was at the root of it.
I made fun of her as often as I possibly could, and ignored her the rest of the time. Pretended to ignore her. In fact, I watched her and Hope with hawklike concentration. Looking for a fissure, for some crack in their bond that I could pry wider so that their affection for each other shattered.
They played together on the day she died, at our house, as Hope was strictly forbidden to go to Tory’s. She did so, of course, in secret, but they spent most of their time together in and around Beaux Reves, or in the swamp.
Mama didn’t know about the swamp. She would not have approved. But we all wandered there, played there. Papa knew it, and only asked that we not go in after dark.
Before supper Hope played jacks on the veranda. I was punishing her by not playing with her. When this didn’t appear to spoil her pleasure in the game, I went to my room to sulk and didn’t come down until I was called to supper.
I wasn’t hungry, and I was still in a vile mood over Hope’s blithe acceptance of my anger with her. I took it out on myself by making an issue of the peas—though I continue to contend I had a right there—then ended up sassing my mother and being sent from the table.
I hated being sent from the table. Not that I cared overmuch about the food, but it was banishment. I imagine a therapist would say that this tactic proved to me that I was not a part of the family as my brother and sister were. I was the outsider who on one hand reveled in my independence of them, and on the other wanted desperately to be part of the picture.
I went to my room, as if that’s where I wanted to be in the first place. I was determined they would think so and not suspect that I was as mortified as I was angry.
A small hill of peas was more important than I was.
I laid on the bed, stared at the ceiling, and surrounded myself with resentment. One day, I thought, one day I would be free to do as I liked, when I liked. No one would stop me, least of all the family who so easily dismissed me. I would be rich and famous and beautiful. I had no clear idea how I would accomplish these things, but they were my goal. I saw money and glory and beauty as a kind of prize I would win while the rest of them stayed steeped in the traditions and the restrictions of Beaux Reves.
I considered running away, perhaps landing on my aunt Rosie’s doorstep. That, I knew, would hit my mother where she lived as she considered her sister Rosie nothing more than an embarrassment. Somewhat like me.
But I didn’t want to leave. I wanted them to love me, and that urgent and frustrated desire was my prison.
Later on I heard my mother’s music. She would have been in her sitting room, writing letters, answering invitations, planning the next day’s menus, schedules, and whatever else she did as mistress of the house. My father would have been in his tower office, seeing to the business of the farm, and having a quiet glass of bourbon.
Lilah snuck me in some supper, minus the peas. She didn’t coax and cuddle, but simply by that one small act stroked me. Bless her, she has always been there, steady as a rock and warm as toast.
I ate because she’d brought it to me, and because it was a rebellion both of us shared, in secret. After, I lay there as the room grew dark. I imagined Mama brushing Hope’s hair as she did every night after bath time. She would have brushed mine as well, to be fair, but I wouldn’t sit still for it. She would have gone up to Papa after, Hope would, to say good night. And all the while she was doing what was expected of her, she was planning her own secret rebellion.
I heard her walk down the hallway, and pause at my room. I wish—it does no good to wish, but I wish I had gotten up, opened the door, and browbeat her into coming in to keep me company. It might have made a difference. She would have felt sorry for me, and she might have told me what she was going to do. In my state of mind, I might have gone along with her, just to thumb my nose at Mama. She wouldn’t have been alone.
But I stayed grimly stubborn in my bed and listened to her walk away.
I didn’t know she left the house. I might have looked out my window any time and seen her. But I didn’t. Instead I scowled into the dark until I slept.
And while I slept, she died.
I didn’t feel, as it’s often said twins do, a break in the thread between us. I didn’t experience a premonition or dream of disaster. I didn’t feel her pain or her fear. I slept on as I expect most children do, deeply and carelessly while the person who shared womb and birth with me died alone.
It was Tory who felt that break, that pain and fear. I didn’t believe it then, didn’t choose to. Hope was my sister, not hers, and how dare she claim to have been such an intimate part of what was mine.? I preferred to believe, as many others did, that Tory had indeed been in the swamp that night, and had run away and left Hope to face terror.
I believed this even though I saw her the next morning. She came limping down our lane, early in the morning. She walked like an old woman, as if each step was an effort of courage. It was Cade who opened the door for her, but I had tiptoed out to the top of the stairs. Her face was pale as death itself her eyes huge.
She said: Hope’s in the swamp. She couldn’t get away, and he hurt her. You have to help.
I think he asked her in, politely, but she wouldn’t come across the threshold. So he left her there, and as I raced back to my own room, he went to look into Hope’s. It all happened quickly then. Cade running back down, calling for Papa. Mama ran down. Everyone was talking at once, and paid no mind to me. Mama took Tory’s shoulder, shook her, shouted at her. All the while, Tory just stood, a rag doll well used to, I supposed, being kicked.
It was Papa who pulled Mama off, who told her to call the police right away. It was he who questioned Tory in a voice that wasn’t quite steady. She told him of their plans the night before, and how she hadn’t gone because she’d fallen and hurt herself. But Hope had gone and someone had come after her. She said all this in a dull and calm voice, an adult’s voice. And she kept her eyes on Papa’s face the whole time, and told him she could take him to Hope.
I learned later that’s exactly what she did, led Papa and Cade, then the police who followed, through the swamp to Hope.
Life was forever altered, for all of us.
Faith lowered the pad, leaned back on the bench. She could hear the twitter of birds now, and smell the perfume of dark earth and ripe flowers. Slivers of sunlight shimmered through the tangled canopy of branches and moss to dapple on the ground in pretty patterns and turn the green light into something that just hinted of gold.
The marble statue stayed silent, forever smiling, forever young.
It was so like Papa, she thought, to cover the hideous with the lovely. A pretense, perhaps, but a statement as well. Hope had lived, she imagined him thinking. And she was mine.
Had he brought his woman here? she wondered. Had the woman he’d turned to when he’d turned from his family sat here with him while he reminisced and remembered and grieved?
Why her, instead of me? Why had it never been me?
Faith set the notepad aside, took out a cigarette.
The tears came as a complete surprise. She had no idea they were in there, burning to be shed. Shed for Hope, for her father, for herself. For the waste of lives and dreams. For the waste of love.
Tory stopped at the edge of a bank of impatiens. The quiet, flower-strewn park was enough of a shock. Her mind slid the image of how it had been, green and wild and dark, over the one in front of her eyes. They tangled, refused to merge, so she blinked the memory away.
There was Hope, trapped forever in stone.
And there was Faith, weeping.
Her stomach muscles danced uneasily, but she made herself walk forward, shivering as images of what had happened there eighteen years before fought to take over. She sat, she waited.
“I don’t come here.” Faith dug a tissue out of her purse, blew her nose. “I suppose this is why. I don’t know if this is a horrible place or a beautiful one. I can never make up my mind.”
“It takes courage to take something ugly and make it peaceful.”
“Courage?” Faith stuffed the tissue back in her purse, then lighted her cigarette in one sharp motion. “You think this was brave?”
“I do. Braver than I could be. Your father was a good man. He was always very kind to me. Even after …” She pressed her lips together. “Even after, he was nothing but kind to me. It couldn’t have been easy to be kind.”
“He deserted us, emotionally, the psychologists would say, I expect. He abandoned us for his dead daughter.”
“I don’t know what to say to you. Neither of us has ever dealt with the loss of a child. We can’t know how we would cope with it, or what we would do to survive that loss.”
“I lost a sister.”
“So did I,” Tory said quietly.
“I resent your saying that. I resent more knowing it’s true.”
“Do you expect me to blame you for that?”
“I don’t know what I expect from you.” On a sigh, she reached down for the cooler she’d set beside the bench. “What I have here is a nice big jug of margaritas. A good drink on a warm evening.”
She poured the lime-green liquid into two plastic cups, offered one. “I did say we’d have a drink.”
“So you did.”
“To Hope, then.” Faith touched her glass to Tory’s. “It seems appropriate.”
“It has more bite than the lemonade we’d usually drink here. She liked her lemonade.”
“Lilah would make it for her fresh. Plenty of pulp and sugar.”
“She had a bottle of Coke that night, gone warm in her adventure kit, and she …” Tory trailed off, shivered again.
“Do you see it, that clear, still?”
“Yes. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t ask me. I didn’t come here, in all the weeks I’ve been back, I haven’t come. I haven’t had the courage for it. As much as I dislike being a coward, I have to survive, too.”
“People put too much emphasis, too many demands, on courage, and they all put their own standards on it anyway. I wouldn’t call you a coward, but I do keep my personal standards low.”
Tory let out a half laugh, drank again. “Why?”
“Well, then I can meet them, can’t I, without undo effort. Take my marriages, though God knows I wish I hadn’t.” She gestured grandly with her cup. “Some would say I’d failed in them, but I say I triumphed by getting out of them as unscathed as I did.”
“Were you in love?”
“Which time?”
“Either. Both.”
“Neither. I was in heavy lust the first time around. God almighty, that boy could fuck like a rabbit. As sex has been, for some time, a priority pleasure for me, he certainly fulfilled that part of the bargain. He was dangerously handsome, full of charm and fast talk. And a complete asshole.” She toasted him absently, almost affectionately. “However, he fit the bill of being exactly what my mother despised. How could I not marry him?”
“You could’ve just had sex.”
“I did, but then marriage was a real slap in her face. Take this, Mama.” Faith tipped her head back and laughed. “Christ, what an idiot. Now, the second time, it was more impulse. Well, and there was that sex angle again. It was still perfectly inappropriate, as he was much too old for me, and married when we began our affair. I suppose that one was a little shot at my father. You enjoyed adultery, well, so can I. Now, an illicit affair is one thing, but marriage to a philanderer is another. I believe he was faithful enough for the first little while, but my God, I was bored. And then, I suppose, he was just as bored and thought he’d follow his song lyrics by cheating on me, drinking himself blind. He had made a bit of a mark in the music scene. The first time he decided to take a swing at me, I swung harder, then I walked. I got a nice chunk of money out of the divorce, and earned every penny.”
She and Hope had sat here, Tory thought, and talked about things they’d done, wanted to do. Simpler things, childhood things. But no less vital, no less intimate than what Faith spoke of now.
“Why Wade?”
“I don’t know.” Faith let out a breath, sipped from her plastic glass. “That’s the puzzle, and the worry. It’s not for gain or spite. He’s pretty to look at and we do have amazing sex. But the town vet? That was never in my plans. Now he has to complicate everything by being in love with me. I’ll ruin his life.” She chugged the margarita, poured a second. “I’m bound to.”
“That would be his problem.”
Struck, Faith turned her head and stared. “Now, that is the last thing I expected you to say.”
“He’s a grown man who knows his own mind and his own heart. It appears to me he’s always done what he wanted, and gotten what he wanted. Could be he knows you better than you think. Then again, I don’t understand men.”
“Oh, that’s easy.” She topped off Tory’s glass. “Half the time they think with their dicks, and the other half they’re thinking of their toys.”
“That’s not very kind from a woman with a brother, and a lover.”
“Nothing unkind about it. I love men. Some would say I’ve loved entirely too many.” There was a wicked gleam of humor in her eyes, and no apology whatsoever. Tory found herself enjoying it, envying it.
“I’ve always preferred men for company,” Faith added. “Women are so much more sly than men, and tend to view other women as rivals. Men look at other men as competitors, which is entirely different. You, however, are not sly. It’s taken too much effort, I realize, to dislike and resent you.”
“And that’s the basis for this moratorium?”
“You have a better one?” Faith lifted a shoulder, then picked up the notepad. “I had an urge to write some things down, and I rarely ignore my urges. Why don’t you read this?”
“All right.”
Faith pushed to her feet, wandered with her drink and her smoke. She imagined she’d done more serious thinking that day than she had in a very long time. Honest and serious thinking. She hadn’t solved anything, but she felt stronger for it.
Wouldn’t it be odd if Tory’s coming back to Progress had started her on the road to finding contentment in her own life? She paused by the statue of her sister, looked at the face they had once shared. Wouldn’t it be, she mused, the ultimate irony if she found herself now, just when she realized she’d been looking all along?
She glanced back at Tory—so cool, she thought. So calm on the surface with all those violent ripples and jolts underneath. It was admirable, really, the way Tory maintained that shield and didn’t turn brittle behind it.
Spooky, Faith thought with a little smile, but not brittle.
Brittle, she thought, was what her own mother had become. And brittle was what she herself had been on the edge of becoming. How strange, and somehow apt, that it was Tory who’d given her just enough of a jolt to break her stride before she’d rushed headlong into being what she’d fought against all her life.
A warped mirror image of her own mother.
She crushed her cigarette out, toed it under pine needles.
“Maybe I should take up writing,” Faith said lightly, as she strolled back. “You appear to be riveted.”
She’d been caught up, sliding into the rhythm of Faith’s words and the images they had running through her mind. She’d been both amused and sad. Then the pressure had come, the weight on her chest that caused her heart to beat too fast and hard.
The place, she’d thought, the memories that pounded fists on the white wall of her defense. She wouldn’t answer them. Wouldn’t heed them. She would stay in the here and the now.
But the cold skinned over her, and the dark crept toward the edges of her vision.
The notebook slipped from her fingers, fell on the ground at her feet, where a tiny breeze toyed with the pages. She was going under, being dragged under.
“Someone’s watching.”
“Hmm? Honey, you’ve only had two glasses of this stuff, haven’t you? That’s a mighty cheap drunk.”
“Someone’s watching.” She took Faith’s hand, and her grip was like iron. “Run. You have to run.”
“Oh shit.” Out of her depth, Faith bent over, tapped her hand on Tory’s cheek. “Come on back now. Get ahold of yourself.”
“He’s watching. In the trees. He’s waiting for you. You have to run.”
“There’s nobody here but us.” But a chill worked through her. “I’m Faith. I’m not Hope.”
“Faith.” Tory struggled to keep the pictures clear, to hold yesterday and today separate. “He’s back in the trees. I can feel him. He’s watching. Run.”
Alarm rushed into her eyes, turning them big and bright. She could hear it now, just the faintest rustle from the brush beyond the clearing. Panic wanted to seize her, the cold fingertips of it scraped her skin.
“There are two of us, goddamn it.” She hissed it out as she snatched up her purse. “And we’re not eight years old and helpless. Run my ass.”
She pulled her pretty pearl-handled .22 out of her bag, and hauled Tory to her feet.
“Oh my God.”
“You snap out of it,” Faith ordered. “We’re going after him.”
“Are you crazy?”
“Now, that’s the pot calling the kettle. Come on out, you limp-dicked son of a bitch.”
She heard the snap of a twig, the swish of leaves, and charged forward. “He’s running. Bastard.”
“Faith! Don’t.” But she was already racing into the trees. Left with no choice, Tory rushed after her.
The path narrowed, all but died out in a tangle of underbrush. Birds shot toward the sky like bullets, screaming in protest. Moss dripped down, caught in Tory’s hair. She batted at it as she sprinted to catch up to Faith.
“I think he went toward the river. We might not catch him, but we’ll scare his sorry ass.” She pointed the gun toward the sky and pulled the trigger.
Gunshots blasted, echoed, and seemed to vibrate through Tory down to the toes. Birds exploded out of trees and rushed the clouds. At the sound of splashing, Faith grinned like a lunatic.
“Maybe he’ll end up gator bait. Come on.”
Tory could smell the river, the warm ripeness of it. The ground went soggy under her feet, had Faith sliding like a skater. “For God’s sake, be careful. You’ll shoot yourself.”
“I can handle a damn pissant gun like this.” But her breath was heaving, as much from the flood of emotion as the run. “You know the swamp better than I do. You take the lead.”
“Put the safety on that thing. I don’t care to get shot in the back.” Tory caught her own breath, pushed the tangled hair out of her face. “We can cut this way toward the river, save time. Watch for snakes.”
“God, I knew there was a reason I hated this place.” The first rush of adrenaline was gone, and in its place was an innate disgust for anything that crawled or skittered. But Tory was pushing ahead, and pride left her no choice but to follow through.
“What was it about this place that appealed to you and Hope?”
“It’s beautiful. And wild.” She heard footsteps, heavy, deliberate, and threw up a hand. “Someone’s coming. From the river.”
“Doubled back, did he?” Faith planted her feet, lifted the gun. “I’m ready for him. Show yourself, you son of a bitch. I’ve got a gun and I’ll use it.”
There was a thump as if something had fallen or been dropped. “Christ Jesus, don’t shoot!”
“You step out, and you show yourself. Right now.”
“Don’t go taking potshots. Holy God, Miss Faith, is that you? Miss Faith, it’s just Piney. Piney Cobb.”
He eased out from the trees with his back to the curve of the river where cypress knees speared the surface. His hands shook as he held them high.
“What the hell were you doing, sneaking around in here, watching us?”
“I wasn’t. Swear to God. Didn’t know you were hereabouts till I heard the shots. Scared me down to the skin. Didn’t know whether to run or hide. I’ve just been frogging, that’s all. Been frogging the last hour or so. The boss, he don’t mind if I do some frogging in here.”
“Then where are the frogs?”
“Got the bag right over there. Dropped it when you called out. You scared ten years off me, Miss Faith.”
Tory saw nothing in his face but fear, felt nothing from him but panic. He smelled of sweat and whiskey. “Let’s see the bag.”
“Okay. All right. It’s right back here.” Licking his lips, he pointed with one finger.
“You be real careful how you step, Piney. I’m awful nervous right now and my finger’s liable to shake.”
She kept the gun aimed while Tory moved forward.
“See here? See? Been frogging with this old burlap sack.”
Tory crouched down, looked inside. Perhaps half a dozen unhappy frogs looked back at her. “This is a pretty pitiful haul for an hour’s work.”
“Lost most of ‘em when I dropped the bag. Dropped it twice,” he added, as a flush worked up his neck. “Tell you true, I damn near shit a brick when that gun went off. Thought I heard somebody running off thataway, barely had time to wonder on it when the gunfire started. I figured I’d best get myself out of harm’s way, nice and quiet. Maybe somebody’s target shooting like Mr. Cade and his friends used to, and I could catch a stray bullet if I wasn’t careful. I do some frogging every couple weeks. You can ask Mr. Cade if that ain’t so.”
“What do you think?” Faith asked Tory.
“I don’t know. He has frogs, such as they are.”
He wasn’t a young man, she thought, but he knew the swamp and his muscles were tough from fieldwork. Still, nothing could be proved. “I’m sorry we frightened you, but someone was sneaking around near the clearing.”
“Wasn’t me.” His eyes jumped from Tory to the gun, then back. “I heard somebody running, like I said. Lotsa ways in and out of here.”
She nodded, stepped back. Piney cleared his throat, reached down for the bag. “I guess I’ll go on then.”
“Yeah, you go on,” Faith told him. “If I were you, I’d make sure Cade knows when you plan to do some frogging.”
“I’ll see to that for sure. You bet your life. I’m just gonna go on now.” He backed up, watching Faith’s face until he could slide into the shadows of the trees.




25
For close on to thirty-five years J.R. and Carl D. fished on Sunday afternoons. It hadn’t started as a tradition, and even now both men would have been annoyed and embarrassed to have called it one. It was simply a way to relax and pass the time.
After J.R.’s father died and his mother went to work, it had been Carl D.’s mother Iris had paid to watch Sarabeth after school and on Saturdays. And it had been an unspoken agreement between the women that she would run herd on J.R as well.
Fanny Russ cooked like an angel and had a will of steel. Both were a matter of pride. J.R. learned to call her ma’am in a quick hurry. And during his growing-up years in the fifties when the Klan still burned their hate throughout the South in shapes of crosses, and no coloreds were allowed to sit at the counter in the diner on Market Street, the young white boy and young black boy quietly became friends.
Neither made an issue out of it, and Sunday after Sunday, with a rare miss for holidays or illness, both men sat side by side with rod and reel on the bank of the river, just as they had as boys. They each had less hair and more girth than they’d had when they’d started, but the rhythm of the afternoon stayed essentially true.
For a time during J.R.’s courtship and through the early months of his marriage to Boots, she’d prepared fancy little lunches in a wicker basket for them. It had taken J.R. some little doing to discourage this without hurting her feelings. Picnic baskets filled with chicken salad sandwiches and neatly sliced vegetables made it all too female. All the men needed was a cooler of beer and a fistful of night crawlers.
And if they were lucky, a couple of wedges of Ma Russ’s sweet potato or pecan pie.
All that had remained constant for years. There were little changes by the river. The old peach tree had died three winters before, but it had sent out a half dozen volunteers that had grown like weeds until the town council had elected to nurture the best pair of them, and cut down the rest.
Now the fruit, still underripe, hung on the branches and waited for children to come along to devour those hard green orbs and give themselves bellyaches.
The water flowed slow and quiet, as always, with the grand old willow bent over it to dip its lacy green fronds.
And now and again, if you were patient enough, fish stirred themselves to bite.
If they didn’t, a man was no worse off than he’d been when he dropped his line.
Years had forged the men into solid citizens, pillars of responsibility. Family men with mortgages and paperwork. The few hours a week they spent drowning worms was a statement that each of them was still as much his own man as he’d always been.
Sometimes they argued politics, and as J.R. was a staunch Republican and Carl D. an equally hidebound Democrat, these debates tended toward the explosive and effusive. Both of them enjoyed the conflict enormously. On other Sundays, and depending on the season, it was sports. A high school football game could keep them both entertained and passionate for two hours.
But more often than not as their lives intersected, it was family, friends, and the town itself that dominated their meandering discussions as the water lapped the bank and the sun filtered through the trees.
What each knew was that he could depend on the other for a sounding board, and that what was said between them by the river stayed by the river. Still there were times when loyalties had to blur. Knowing this, Carl D. chose his words and approach carefully.
“Ida-Mae’s birthday’s coming up here shortly.” Carl D. spoke of his wife while he popped the top on his second beer and studied the calm surface of the water. “That electric fry pan I bought her last year’s still somewhat of a sore point between us.”
“Told ya.” J.R. took a fistful of the barbecue potato chips from the bag ripped open between them.
“Yeah, yeah.”
“You buy a woman something that plugs in, you’re asking for grief.”
“She wanted a new one. Complained every time I turned around about how the old one had hot spots.”
“Don’t matter. A woman doesn’t want a kitchen appliance all wrapped up in a bow. What she wants is something useless.”
“I’m having a hell of a time thinking what’s useless enough to suit her. Thought I might go by your niece’s place, have her figure it for me.”
“Can’t go wrong there. Tory’s got a good sense of things.”
“Done her shop up nice. Lot of work there.”
“She’s always been a good worker. Serious girl with a good head on her shoulders. Hard to believe she came out of what she did.”
It was the opening Carl D. had wanted, and still he maneuvered carefully. He got out a fresh stick of gum, went through his little ritual of unwrapping and folding. “She had it hard growing up. I remember her hardly having a word to say for herself. Just looking, just watching things with those big eyes. Your brother-in-law had a heavy hand.”
“I know it.” J.R.’s mouth tightened. “I wish I’d known more back then. Don’t know as it would’ve made much difference, but I wish I’d known how it was.”
“You know now. We’re looking for him, J.R., on that business back in Hartsville.”
“Like to see you find him, too, give him some of what he’s got coming. My sister, well, her life’s gone to hell either way. But putting him behind bars might give Tory a better night’s sleep.”
“I’m some relieved to hear you say so, J.R. And the fact is, I got worse than that going on here. The kind of worse that might spill over on you some.”
“What are you talking about?”
“What happened to Sherry Bellows.”
“Christ, that was bad business. Bad business,” J.R. repeated with a solemn shake of his head. “City business, not what we get here in town. Pretty young woman like that …” He trailed off, his shoulders straightening, stiffening as he turned his head to stare into Carl D.’s face. “God almighty, you don’t think Hannibal had part in that?”
“I shouldn’t be talking to you about it. Fact is I spent most of the night worrying it over in my head. Officially I should keep this to myself, but I’m not going to. Can’t. Right now, J.R., your brother-in-law isn’t just top of the list of suspects on this. He’s the only suspect.”
J.R. pushed to his feet. He paced along the edge of the river, looked across its narrow curve. It was quiet, with just the absent chattering of a few busy birds. He had to listen hard to catch even the murmur of traffic from town. He had to want to hear it to make the connection between this solitary spot with its tall, wet grass and lazy water and the lives and business of Progress.
“I can’t get my mind around that, Carl D. Hannibal, he’s a bully and a bastard. I can’t think of one good thing to say about him, but killing that girl … For God’s sake, killing her … No, I can’t get my mind around that.”
“He’s got a history of roughing up women.”
“I know that. I know it. I’m not making excuses here. But there’s a wide road between rough handling and murder.”
“The road narrows after a while, especially if there’s cause.”
“What cause would he have had?” J.R. strode back, crouched down until their eyes were level. “He didn’t even know that girl.”
“Met her in your niece’s shop the day she was killed. Met her, spoke with her, and as far as he knew, she and Tory were the only ones knew he was around. There’s more,” he said, when J.R. shook his head. “You’re not going to like it. I’m sorrier than I can say your family’s brought into this, but I got a duty and I can’t let being sorry stop me.”
“I wouldn’t ask you. But I think you’re looking in the wrong direction, that’s all.” He sat again. “I have to think that.”
“I can’t say I wasn’t glancing that way to start, but it was Tory who turned me straight onto him.”
“Tory?”
“I took her back to the scene with me.”
“The scene?” J.R.’s eyes went blank, then filled with shock. “The murder scene. Jesus, Carl D. Jesus Christ, why’d you do that? Why would you put her through something like that?”
“I got a girl about the same age as my own Ella who went through something a hell of a lot worse. I got a duty to her, J.R., and I’ll use whatever I can to see that through.”
“Tory’s not part of this.”
“You’re wrong. She’s hitched into it tight. Now, you just listen a damn minute before you go kicking at me. I took her back there, and I’m sorry for how it was hard on her, but I’d do it again. She knew things she couldn’t have known. Saw how it had been, like she’d been right there while it was going on. I’ve heard about things like that, wondered on them, but never seen it before. Not something I’ll ever forget.”
“She ought to be left alone. You had no business using her that way.”
“You didn’t see that girl, J.R. I hope to God you never see anything like what was done to her. But if you did, you wouldn’t tell me I had no business using anything that put that right again. It’s the second time I’ve seen that kind of thing done. If we’d paid attention to Tory the first time, it might not have happened again.”
“What the hell are you talking about? We’ve never had a woman raped and murdered in Progress.”
“No, the first time it was a child.” He saw J.R.’s eyes widen, and the blood drain from his face. “The first time it wasn’t in town. But Tory was there. Just like she was here now. And when she tells me the same person killed Sherry Bellows who killed little Hope Lavelle, I’m going to believe her.”
The spit dried up in J.R.’s mouth. “Some vagrant killed Hope Lavelle.”
“That’s what the report said. That’s what everyone wanted to believe. That’s what Chief Tate believed and I can’t say he was wrong to. But I’m not going to say the same, and I can’t believe the same anymore. I’m not going to try to hang this one on some passerby. There’ve been others, too. Tory knows about them. The FBI knows about them, and they’re coming here. They’ll go after him, J.R., and they’re going to talk to Tory, to her mama, to your sister. And to you.”
“Hannibal Bodeen.” J.R. laid his head in his hands. “This’ll kill Sarabeth. It’ll kill her.” He dropped his hands. “He’ll go back there. That’s where he’ll go. Holy God, Carl D., he’ll go to Sari and—”
“I’ve talked to the sheriff up there. He’s got a man watching the place, keeping an eye on your sister.”
“I got to go up there myself. Make her come back here.”
“I expect if it was my sister I’d do the same. I’ll go along with you, help smooth it out with the cops there.”
“I can handle it.”
“I reckon you can.” Carl D. nodded as he began packing up. He heard the anger, the resentment. He’d expected both. Just as he expected what he’d done, and what he would do, was bound to do some damage to a lifelong friendship.
There was nothing to do but wait and see how much could be mended again.
“I reckon you can, J.R.,” he said again. “But I’m going just the same. I need to talk to your sister, and I’d like to do it before the federal boys get here and snatch the whole goddamn business away from me.”
“Are you going as a cop or as a friend of mine?”
“I’m both. Been your friend a lot longer, but I’m both.” He shouldered his rod and met J.R.’s eyes. “Plan to keep being both. If it’s all the same to you we’ll take my car. Make better time.”
It was a struggle, but J.R. bit back words he knew would hang ugly between them. He managed a thin, humorless smile. “We’ll make better yet if you put on the siren and drive like a man instead of an old lady.”
Relief eased some of the weight from Carl D.’s heart. “I might could do that, part of the way.”
Cade was working hard to control his own temper, to watch his own words. Every time he thought about what a foolish, reckless risk his sister and Tory had taken the evening before, fury stormed inside him.
Lectures, threats, recriminations would have released some of his tension, and would have gotten him nowhere. He wasn’t a man who indulged himself in idle directions. He knew exactly where he wanted to go, and simply had to choose the best route for getting there.
Speed wasn’t a priority, so he bided his time.
He hadn’t indulged in a lazy Sunday morning for quite a while. The best way to begin one, in his opinion, was to keep Tory in bed as long as possible. That was a simple matter of pinning her down and nibbling however, wherever he liked until she got into the spirit of the thing. And had the added benefit of smoothing out some of his own raw edges.
He fixed breakfast because he was hungry and he’d come to the conclusion Tory considered the morning meal well met if she had a second cup of coffee. He steered conversation into casual lines. Books, movies, art. They were fortunate to share tastes. It wasn’t something Cade deemed essential, but rather a nice, comfortable bonus.
He imagined she didn’t think he noticed how often her eyes skimmed over to a window, and searched.
There was nothing he didn’t notice. The nervous hands she tried to keep busy, the way she would stop, go still, as if straining to hear some change in the rhythm of sound outside. The way she jumped when he let the screen door bang when he came out to join her as she tended her flowers.
How many times in his life had he come across his mother working in her garden? he wondered. He was just as unable to judge the direction of her thoughts as she weeded and plucked.
How tidy, he mused, how precise both women were about the chore. Kneeling, wearing hat and gloves as they worked the bed, filling a basket with ruthlessly pulled weeds and spent blossoms.
And how furious both would be if he voiced the comparison.
Throughout the morning, Tory’s voice, her face, stayed utterly calm. And that alone infuriated him. She wouldn’t share her nerves with him. Still kept part of herself closed off and separate.
His mother, he thought again, as he loitered on the porch and studied Tory’s bent head, had kept part of herself closed off and separate. He could do nothing, had never been able to do anything, to reach his mother.
He would damn well reach Tory.
“Come on, take a ride with me.”
“A ride?”
He pulled her to her feet. “I’ve got some things I need to see to. Come along with me.”
Her first reaction was quiet relief. She would be alone. She could lie down, shut her eyes, and try to sort through the turmoil swirling inside her head. A few hours of solitude to shore up the wall and chase away the shakes.
“I have a dozen things to do, too. You just go ahead.”
“It’s Sunday.”
“I’m aware of the day of the week. And tomorrow, oddly enough, is Monday. I’m expecting some new shipments, including one from Lavelle Cotton. I have paperwork—”
“Which can wait till Monday.” He stripped off her garden gloves as he spoke. “There’s something I want to show you.”
“Cade, I’m not fit to go anywhere. I don’t have my purse.”
“You won’t need it,” he said, as he pulled her to the car.
“That’s a statement only a man could make.” She snarled as he all but dumped her in the car. “Well, let me go brush my hair, at least.”
He plucked off her hat, tossed it in the backseat. “It looks fine.” He slid behind the wheel before she could make another excuse. “Gets a little windblown, it’ll just be sexier.”
He picked up his sunglasses from the dash, put them on, then shoved the car in reverse. “And yeah, that’s another statement only a man could make.” He turned onto the road, punched the gas. “You look pretty when you’re annoyed.”
“Then I must be gorgeous right now.”
“That you are, darling. But then I like the look of you no matter what your mood. That’s handy, isn’t it? How long have we known each other, Tory?”
She held her hair back with one hand. “Altogether? About twenty years, I suppose.”
“No. We’ve known each other about two and a half months. Before that we knew of each other, we walked around the edges of each other. Maybe we occasionally thought about or wondered about each other. But for ‘round about two months, we’ve known each other. Do you want to know what I’ve learned about you in that space of time?”
She couldn’t quite judge this mood. His tone was light, his face relaxed, but there was something. “I’m not sure I do.”
“That’s one of the things I’ve learned right there. Victoria Bodeen’s a cautious woman. She rarely leaps before she looks, and then she’ll do a comprehensive study. She doesn’t trust easily. Not even herself.”
“If you leap before you look, you lower your chances of landing on the other side in one piece.”
“There’s another thing. Logic. A cautious and logical woman. Now, that might seem like a fairly ordinary, even uninteresting combination to some people. But those wouldn’t have taken the entire package into account. They wouldn’t have added in the determination, the brain, the wit, or the kindness. Most of all they would have missed the warmth that’s all the more precious for being so rarely shared. And all of this is wrapped, sometimes too tightly, in a very appealing package.”
He turned onto a narrow dirt road, slowed.
“That’s quite an analysis.”
“It barely scratches the surface. You’re a complex and fascinating woman. Complicated and difficult. Demanding simply because you refuse to demand. Hard on a man’s ego because you never ask for a damn thing.”
She said nothing, but her hands had linked together, a sure sign of tension. She’d heard the anger now, just the rougher edge of it, in his voice.
“We’ll walk from here.”
He stopped the car and climbed out. On either side the fields spread with row after row of cotton marching like soldiers. She could smell earth and manure and heat, all ripe and sweet and strong. They must have cultivated recently, she mused, turned the weeds into the earth.
Puzzled, unsure what needed to be done here or why they had come, she followed him down the rows while the young plants brushed her legs and reminded her of childhood.
“We haven’t had a lot of rain,” Cade said. “Enough, but not a lot. We don’t need as much irrigation as the other farms. The soil holds more water when it isn’t full of chemicals. Treat it like a natural thing and it thrives like one. Insist on changing it, force it to live up to your expectations, and it needs more and more just to get by. Couple of months, the bolls’ll open.”
He crouched down, removing his sunglasses and hooking them on his shirt before he lifted a tightly closed boll with a fingertip. “My father would’ve used a regulator to slow the growth, a defoliant to kill the leaves. That’s what he knew. That’s how it was done. You do things different, people don’t like it much. You have to prove yourself to them. You have to want to.” He straightened, met her eyes. “How much do I have to prove to you, Tory?”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“The way I figure, most people treated you a certain way. That’s what you knew. That’s how it was done. I’d say I’ve done things different.”
“You’re angry with me.”
“Oh yeah. I’m angry with you. We’ll get to that. But right now I’m asking what you want from me. Just exactly what you want.”
“I don’t want anything, Cade.”
“Goddamn it. That’s the wrong answer.” When he strode away, she hurried after him.
“Why is it wrong? Why should I have to want things from you, or want you to be something, do something, when I’ve been happier with you, just as you are, than I’ve ever been.”
He stopped, turned back to her. The sun beat mercilessly down on the fields. He felt the heat roll over him, roll inside him. “That’s a first. You telling me I make you happy. But I’ll tell you what’s wrong with it. I want things from you, and it’s not going to work between us if it’s all one-sided. Neither one of us is going to stay happy for long that way.”
The ache punched into her stomach and up toward her heart. “You want to end it. I don’t—” Her breath caught, breaking her voice. Tears swam into her eyes, burned there. “You can’t—” Fumbling for words, she backed away. “I’m sorry.”
“You should be, for thinking that.” He didn’t fuss with her tears but narrowed his own eyes. Calculated. “I told you I loved you. Do you think I can just switch that off because you’re a lot of work? I brought you here to show you I finish what I start, that what belongs to me gets everything I’ve got. You belong to me.” He gripped her arms, brought her up to her toes. “I’m getting tired of waiting for you to figure that out. I care for what’s mine, Tory, but I expect something back. I told you I love you. Give me something back.”
“I’m afraid of what I feel for you. Can you understand?”
“I might, if you tell me what you feel for me.”
“Too much.” She shut her eyes. “So much I can’t imagine my life without you in it. I don’t want to need you.”
“And of course it’s easy for everyone else to need. For me to need you.” He gave her a little shake that had her eyes snapping open. “I love you, Victoria, and it’s given me some very bad moments.” He pressed his lips to her brow. “I wouldn’t change it even if I could.”
“I want to be calm about it.” She laid her cheek against his chest, smiling a little when he pulled the sunglasses free and tossed them on the ground. “I just want to be normal about it.”
“Why would you think it’s normal to be calm about love? I don’t feel calm.” He stroked a hand down her hair. “Do you love me, Tory?”
She tightened her grip, anchoring herself. “Yes. I think—”
“Just yes.” He tugged her hair until her face lifted. “Let’s leave it at yes,” he murmured, and covered her mouth with his. “Say it a few times so we both get used to it. Do you love me?”
“Yes.” She let out a shaky breath, wrapped her arms around his neck.
“Better already. Do you love me, Tory?”
This time she laughed. “Yes.”
“Nearly perfect.” He rubbed his lips over hers, felt hers soften. “Will you marry me, Tory?”
“Yes.” Her eyes fluttered open, she jerked back. “What?”
“I’ll take the first response.” He swung her off her feet, kept her mouth busy with his until she was breathless and dizzy.
“No. Put me down. Let me think.”
“Sorry, I’m afraid you leaped before you looked. Now you have to live with it.”
“You know very well that was a trick.”
“A maneuver,” he corrected, as he carried her back toward the car. “And a damn good one, if I do say so myself.”
“Cade, marriage is nothing to joke about, and it’s something I haven’t begun to think of.”
“You’ll have to think fast then. If you want a big wedding we can wait till fall, after harvest.” He dropped her into the car. “But if you’d like small and intimate, my preference, next weekend suits me.”
“Stop it. Just stop. I haven’t agreed to marriage.”
“Yes, you did.” He hopped in beside her. “You can backtrack, bluster, circle around, but the fact is, I love you. You love me. Marriage is where we’re heading. That’s the kind of people we are, Tory. I want a life with you. I want a family with you.”
“Family.” The thought of it ran cold in her blood. “Don’t you see that’s why … Oh God, Cade.”
He took her face in his hands. “Our family, Tory. The one we’ll make together will be ours.”
“You know nothing’s that simple.”
“There’s nothing simple about it. Right doesn’t always mean simple.”
“This isn’t the time, Cade. There’s too much happening around us.”
“That’s why it’s the perfect time.”
“We’ll talk rationally about this,” she told him when he drove down the dirt road. “When my head’s not spinning.”
“Fine, we’ll talk all you want.” When the work road split, he took the left fork. Instantly, Tory shot up in the seat, her stomach pitching.
“Where are you going?”
“Beaux Reves. There’s something I need to get.”
“I’m not going there. I can’t go there.”
“Of course you can.” He laid a hand on hers. “It’s a house, Tory. Just a house. And it’s mine.”
Her chest hurt, and her palms went damp. “I’m not ready. And your mother won’t like it. It’s your mother’s home, Cade.”
“It’s my home,” he corrected coolly. “And it’ll be our home. My mother will have to deal with that.”
And so, he thought, would Tory.
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It was, Tory thought, the most wonderful house. Not grand and elegant like the lovely old homes in Charleston with their fluidity and feminine grace. But vibrant and unique and powerful. As a child she’d thought of it as a castle. A place of dreams and beauty and great strength.
On the few occasions she had dared to step inside, she had gawked and spoken in whispers like a pagan entering a cathedral.
She had gone in rarely, too shy and afraid to risk the tight-lipped disapproval of Margaret Lavelle. And as yet too young to protect herself against the sharp arrows of Margaret’s thoughts.
But she had seen and smelled and touched every room through Hope.
She knew the view out of each window, the feel of the tile and wood floors. Under her feet she smelled the scent that hung in the tower office, the mix of leather and bourbon and tobacco that meant man.
Papa.
She couldn’t allow herself to see it through Hope’s eyes now, to be drawn to it, into it, that way. She had to see it through her own. Through the now.
It was as stunning as it had been the first time she’d seen it, she realized. Stunning and proud against the sky, with towers defiantly rising. Beaux Reves. Yes, it was exactly that. Beautiful dreams with flowers spread at its feet like an offering and grand old trees guarding its flanks.
For a few precious moments, Tory forgot that the last time she’d seen it, she’d limped up the lane with horror in her eyes and death in her heart.
“It doesn’t change,” she murmured.
“Hmm?”
“No matter what goes on around it, even inside it, it stays. There’s wonder in that.”
It meant something to him to hear the pleasure in her voice when she spoke of his home. “My ancestors had ego and humor. Both are strong traits for building.” He stopped the car, turned off the engine. “Come inside, Victoria.”
Her smile, one she hadn’t known curved her lips, vanished. “You’re asking for trouble.”
He got out of the car, walked around to her door, opened it. “I’m asking the woman I love into my home.” He took her hand and drew her out. She was reminded that however genteel he might be, he was equally stubborn. “If there’s trouble, we’ll deal with it.”
“It’s easier for you. You stand on a foundation, like the house. I’ve always teetered on boggy ground, so I have to watch my step.” She looked up at him. “Is it so important to you that I take this one?”
“Yes, it is.”
“Well, remember that if I end up sinking.”
They walked up the steps onto the veranda. She remembered sitting there with Hope, playing jacks or studying one of their pirate maps. Long, tall glasses of lemonade beaded with damp. Frosted cookies. The scents of roses and lavender.
The image of it slipped in and out of her mind. Two young girls, arms and legs browned from the sun, their heads bent close. Whispering secrets though there was no one to hear.
“Adventure,” Tory said quietly. “That was our password. We were going to have so many adventures.”
“Now we will.” He lifted her hand to kiss it. “She’d like that, wouldn’t she?”
“Yes, I suppose she would. Though she didn’t care much for boys.” Tory managed a smile as he opened the door. “You’re so tedious and silly.” Her heart beat too fast, and the grand foyer with its lovely green tiles stretched in front of her like a pit. “Cade.”
“Trust me,” he said and drew her inside.
The air was cool. It was always cool and fresh and fragrant. She remembered the magic of that, of how sharply it contrasted with the stuffy heat of her house, how the smells of last night’s dinner never smeared the air here.
And she remembered standing there with Cade before, nearly there. “You were tall for a boy.” She fought to keep her voice steady. “It seemed to me you were tall, and so pretty. The prince of the castle. You still are. So little has changed here.”
“Tradition is a religion to the Lavelles. We’re schooled in it from birth. It’s both comfort and trap. Come into the parlor. I’ll get you something cool to drink.”
She wasn’t allowed in the parlor, nearly said so before she caught herself. She could sit in the kitchen if she went in the back. Lilah would give her iced tea or Coca-Cola, a cookie or some small treat. And if she helped with the sweeping, a quarter to tuck in her mason jar under the bed.
But she wasn’t allowed in the family rooms.
With an effort, she blocked out the old images that wanted to intrude and concentrated on the now. The early lilies were in bloom, and there was a vase bright with them on a gorgeous table spread beneath the curve of the stairs.
The scent of them was utterly female. Beside them were tall white tapers in bold blue stands. No one had lighted them, so they stood pure, untouched and perfect.
Like a photograph, she thought. Every piece, every placement absolute as if it had remained, just exactly so, for decades.
And now she was walking into the picture.
Even as she stepped toward the doorway, Margaret appeared at the top of the sweep of stairs.
“Kincade.” Her voice was sharp, stinging. Her hand wanted to tremble as it held the banister, but she wouldn’t permit it. Head lifted, she came halfway down. “I would like to speak with you.”
“Of course.” He knew the tone, the stance, and didn’t bother to mask his response with a polite smile. “I’m about to show Tory into the parlor. Why don’t you join us?”
“I prefer to speak with you privately. Please come upstairs.” She started to turn, assured he would follow.
“I’m afraid that’ll have to wait,” he said pleasantly. “I have a guest.”
She jerked to a halt, her head whipping around just as Cade led Tory into the parlor.
“Cade, don’t do this.” Already the tension, the stabs of animosity were pricking her. “There’s no point.”
“There’s an essential point. What would you like? I’m sure Lilah has iced tea in the kitchen, or there’s sparkling water behind the bar.”
“I don’t need anything. Don’t use me as a weapon. It’s not fair.”
“Darling.” He bent down to kiss her forehead. “I’m not.”
“How dare you?” Margaret stood in the doorway, her face pale and set, her eyes swirling with temper. “How dare you defy me in this way, and with this woman? I made my wishes perfectly clear. I will not have her in this house.”
“Perhaps I didn’t make my wishes perfectly clear.” Cade shifted, laid his hand on Tory’s shoulder. “Tory is with me, and welcome here. And I expect anyone I bring into my home to be treated with courtesy.”
“Since you insist on having this conversation with her present, I see no reason to bother with a pretense of courtesy or manners.”
The picture changed again as Margaret entered. The stage, Tory thought, was perfectly dressed. Only the characters revolved.
“You are free to sleep with whomever you choose. I can’t stop you from spending your time with that woman or generating gossip about yourself and this family. But you will not bring your slut under my roof.”
“Be careful, Mother.” Cade’s voice had gone soft, dangerously soft. “You’re speaking about the woman I’m going to marry.”
As if he’d struck her, Margaret took a staggering step back. Color flooded her face now, staining her cheeks. “Have you lost your mind?”
Where are my lines? Tory wondered. Surely I must have some in this odd little play. Why can’t I remember them?
“I’m not asking you to approve. While I regret this upsets you, you’ll have to adjust.”
“Cade.” Tory found her voice, already rusty with disuse. “I’m sure your mother would prefer to speak to you in private.”
“Don’t put words in my mouth,” Margaret snapped at her. “I see I might have waited too long. If you persist on this path, with this woman, you risk Beaux Reves. I’ll use my influence to persuade the board of Lavelle Cotton to remove you as chairman.”
“You can try,” he said equably. “You won’t succeed. I’ll fight you every step of the way, and I have the advantage. And even if you could undermine my position at the plant, which I doubt, you’ll never touch the farm.”
“This is your gratitude? It’s her doing.” Margaret’s heels clicked on the hardwood as she rushed forward. Cade merely stepped to the side, putting himself between Tory and his mother.
“No, it’s my doing. Deal with me.”
“Oh good, a party.” With Bee racing at her heels, Faith strolled in. Her eyes were bright with anticipation, her smile wicked. “Hello, Tory, don’t you look pretty. How about some wine?”
“That’s an excellent idea, Faith. Pour Tory some wine. Deal with me,” he repeated to Margaret.
“You’re disgracing your family, and your sister’s memory.”
“No, but you are. It’s a disgrace to blame one child for the death of another. A disgrace to treat a blameless woman with such contempt and viciousness out of your own guilt and grief. I’m sorry you could never see beyond them to the children you had left, to the life you might have made outside of that bubble you surrounded yourself with.”
“You would speak to me this way?”
“I’ve tried every other way. If you did what you had to do for yourself, I won’t blame you for it. If you continue to live as you have these last eighteen years, it’s your choice. But Faith and I have lives of our own. And mine is going to be with Tory.”
“Well, congratulations.” Faith lifted the glass of wine she’d just poured, then drank it herself. “I suppose this should be champagne. Tory, let me be the first to welcome you into our happy family.”
“Be quiet,” Margaret hissed, and got no more than a shrug from her daughter. “Do you think I don’t know why you’re doing this?” she said to Cade. “To spite me. To punish me for some imagined wrongs. I’m your mother, and as such I’ve done my best by you since the day you were born.”
“I know that.”
“Depressing, isn’t it?” Faith murmured. Cade merely glanced at her, shook his head.
“I’ve nothing to spite or to punish you for. I’m not doing this to you, Mama. I’m doing it for me. I’ve had a miracle in my life. Tory came back into it.”
He took her hand again, found it icy, drew her up beside him. “And I found out I’m capable of more than I imagined. I’m capable of loving someone, and of wanting to do my best by her. I’m getting the best of the bargain here. She doesn’t think so, won’t even after this. But I know it. And I intend to treasure it.”
“By tomorrow, Judge Purcell will have my new will drawn up. I will cut you both off without a penny.” She aimed her furious gaze at Faith. “Not a cent, do you understand, unless you stand with me now. You have no personal stake in this woman,” she said to Faith. “I will see to it that you receive your share, and Cade’s, beginning with the fair market value of your interest in the Marsh House and the Market Street property.”
Faith contemplated her wine. “Hmmm. Now, what would that fair market value be?”
“In the vicinity of a hundred thousand,” Cade told her. “I can’t speak for what my share of our mother’s estate might be, but I would assume it edges quite a bit closer to seven figures.”
“Oooh.” Faith pursed her lips. “Imagine that. So all that will be mine if I just toss Cade to the wolves, so to speak, and do what you want me to do.” She waited a beat. “Now, when, I wonder, have I ever done what you wanted, Mama?”
“You would be wise to think this through.”
“Second question. When have I ever been wise? Do you want wine, Cade, or would you rather a beer?”
“I will not make this offer a second time,” Margaret said coldly. “If you insist on going through with this farce, I will leave this house, and you and I will have nothing more to say to each other.”
“I’ll be sorry for that.” Cade’s voice remained calm. “I hope you’ll change your mind given time.”
“You would choose her over your own family? Your own blood.”
“Without a minute’s hesitation. I’m sorry you’ve never felt that way about anyone. If you had, you wouldn’t question it.”
“She’ll ruin you.” Gathering herself, Margaret looked at Tory. “You think you were clever to hold out. You believe you’ve won. But you’re wrong. In the end he’ll see you for what you are, and you’ll have nothing.”
The words were there, just there, making her understand she’d only been waiting to say them. “He sees me for what I am. That’s my miracle, Mrs. Lavelle. Please don’t make him choose between us. Don’t make all of us live with that.”
“I had another child who chose you, and she paid a high price for it. Now you’ll take a second. I’ll make arrangements to leave immediately,” she said to Cade. “Have the decency to keep her away from me until they’re complete.”
“Well, well.” Faith poured a second glass as her mother walked away. “That was pleasant.”
“Faith.”
“Oh, don’t give me that look,” she said, brushing Cade off. “I don’t imagine either of you were particularly entertained, but I was. Enormously. God knows she had it coming. Here.” She pushed the wine into Tory’s hand. “You look like you could use this.”
“Go talk to her, Cade. You can’t leave it like this.”
“If he tries, I’ll lose all this new respect and admiration I have for him.” Rising to her toes, Faith kissed his cheek. “Looks like she didn’t ruin both of us after all.”
He took her hand, held it. “Thank you.”
“Oh, darling, it was my pleasure.” Holding her glass aloft, she dropped into a chair, grinning when Bee leaped into her lap. “I, for one, plan to celebrate.”
“What? Cade’s announcement that he intends to marry me, or your mother’s unhappiness?”
Faith tilted her head as she studied Tory. “I can do both, but apparently you can’t. You have too much sensibility. And kindness. Oh, she’d hate that. One more thing to celebrate,” she decided, and sipped her wine.
“That’s unattractive, Faith,” Cade murmured.
“Oh, let me crow for a minute, will you? Not everyone’s as high-minded as the two of you. Good Lord, you really suit each other. Who’d have thought it? I’m happy for you. Imagine that. I’m sincerely happy for you. I believe I feel a little mushy inside.”
“Try to control this embarrassing display of sentiment.” Impatient with her, Cade turned to Tory, ran his hands up her arms, down again to her wrists. “I need to get something out of my office, then we’ll go. Will you be all right?”
“Cade, talk to your mother.”
“No.” He kissed her lightly. “I won’t be long.”
“Drink your wine,” Faith suggested, when they were alone. “It’ll put some color back in your cheeks.”
“I don’t want any wine.” Tory set the glass aside, then walked to the window. She wanted to be outside again, where she could breathe.
“If you insist on looking unhappy, you’ll only spoil this for Cade. He did this because he loves you.”
“And why did you?”
“Interesting question. A year ago, oh hell, likely a month ago, I might have taken her up on it. That’s a powerful chunk of money, and I do like what money can buy.”
“No, you wouldn’t have done it, not ever, and I’ll tell you why.” Tory glanced back. “First, it would have been to throw it back in her face, but second and more than the first, it would have been for Cade. Because you love him.”
“Yes, I do, and love doesn’t come easy to either of us. My mother saw to that.”
“Will you blame her for everything?”
“No, just what she’s entitled to. I screwed up my life plenty all on my own. But he didn’t. He never did damage to himself, or anyone else. I love him tremendously.”
Surprised, Tory glanced over. Faith’s eyes were still bright, but there were tears in them.
“He didn’t say what he did to her to hurt her, but because it was truth. I would have said it to hurt her. Feel sorry for her if you must, but don’t expect it of me. He has a chance with you, and I want to see him take it.”
“Why didn’t you tell him that?”
“I’m telling you. I see what he feels for you, and I wish I could feel it for someone. Not to make myself a better person. I like myself the way I am. Still if someone matters that much …” Contemplatively she studied the wine in her glass, the light that shined through it from the window. “If someone matters that much it’s bound to take something out of you.” She shifted her gaze to Tory. “Isn’t it?”
“Yes. But I’m beginning to think it’s something you don’t need anymore. Not if someone loves you back.”
“Interesting. That’s a nut to chew on.” She looked over as Cade came in. “I suppose you want to be alone now.”
“Yes.”
“Then Bee and I will just take ourselves off, won’t we?” She nuzzled the dog, then nudged her onto the floor. “In fact, I think we’ll go out and stay out until the air clears.” She touched Cade’s cheek as she walked by. “I’d suggest you do the same.”
“Not quite yet.” He waited until he heard the door close behind his sister, then held out a hand for Tory. “I want to do this here. We can consider it closing a circle.”
“Cade, that was difficult for you, for all of you. I—”
“No, it wasn’t. And it’s done. You and I, we’re just beginning.” He took a box from his pocket, opened it. The diamond caught the sunlight, exploded with it. “This was my grandmother’s, and it came to me.”
Panic choked her. “Don’t.” She tugged at her hand, but he held her fingers firm in his.
“It came to me,” he repeated, “with the hope that one day I’d give it to the woman I wanted to marry. I didn’t give it to Deborah. It never occurred to me to give it to her. I suppose I knew I was keeping it for someone else. That I was waiting for someone else. Look at me, Tory.”
“It’s all so fast. You should take more time.”
“Twenty years or two months. Time’s never been the point for us. If you can’t believe and trust what I say, if it isn’t enough to steady you, look at what I feel.” He lifted her hand to his heart. “Look in me, Tory.”
She couldn’t refuse or resist. And the heat of it slid into her. Warmth and strength. And hope. His heart beat steady under her palm, his eyes never wavered from hers. Trust, she thought. He was trusting her with all that he was. The next step was hers.
“I wish you could look in me, because I don’t know how to tell you what I feel. Scared, because there’s so much of it. I never wanted to be in love with anyone again. But I didn’t know it could be different. I didn’t know it could be you. You’re so steady, Cade.” Smiling now, she lifted a hand to toy with his hair. “You steady me.”
“Marry me.”
“Oh God.” She took a deep breath, had to take a second. “Yes.” She looked down as he slipped the ring on her finger. “It’s beautiful. I get dizzy looking at it.”
“It’s a little big.” He ran a thumb around the gold band. “You have delicate hands. We’ll have it sized.”
“Not right away. I want to get used to it first.” She closed her hand into a fist, then let out a sigh. “She loved him.” Her eyes swam as she lifted them again. “Your grandmother. She loved him. Her name was Laura, and she was happy.”
“So will we be,” he promised.
She let herself believe him.
Carl D. kept the siren on and the speedometer at eighty straight up 1-95. It wasn’t called for, of course, but it did give him a nice little kick. And God knew it entertained J.R.
He shut it down as they approached their turnoff.
“Maybe we oughta be doing this on Sundays instead of fishing.”
“Gets the blood moving,” J.R. agreed. “Hard to feel like an old fart when you’re highballing down the road.”
“Who you calling an old fart? Tell you what I’ll do, J.R., if you think it’ll make it smoother for you. I’ll drop you off at your sister’s place, then I’ll go on and check in with the sheriff. Give you time to talk to her and for her to get her things together.”
“I appreciate that.” J.R.’s mood plummeted, but he did his best to bolster it. “She’s not going to want to budge, so it’ll take a little doing. I figure I’ll tell her we’re pretty sure Han’s still around Progress, so she’ll be closer to him if she comes on along with me.”
“It may just be the truth. And that being the case, I’m going to put extra patrols on your street. I want you to start using that fancy alarm system Boots talked you into a couple years back.”
“Been using it since you found the Bellows girl. Boots says she doesn’t get a minute’s rest unless we got it on.” He thought of his town, the streets he could walk with his eyes shut, the people he knew by name. And all who knew him. “That’s not the way it’s supposed to be.”
“No, but sometimes that’s the way it is. You and me, J.R., we grew up one way. We’ve seen the changes come into Progress, and most of them’s good. We bend to them, maybe lose a little something when they plant houses in a field where we used to play ball, or put up another Jiffy Mart and talk about goddamn strip malls outside of town. But we bend. Some changes you have to meet another way altogether.”
J.R. smiled a little. “What the hell does that mean?”
“Damned if I know. This the turn for her place?”
“Yeah. Road’s rough. You’re going to want to mind your oil pan. I’m ashamed for you to see how she’s living, Carl D.”
“Put that aside. We’ve been friends too long for that kind of shit.” The cruiser bumped, scraped. Wincing, Carl D. slowed to a crawl. Then peering ahead, his eyes narrowed. “What the hell’s this? Goddamn it. There’s trouble. Goddamn it,” he repeated, and hit the gas so they took the rest of the rutted road in wild bumps.
Two cruisers sat nose-to-nose outside the house. Yellow police tape was stretched around the scruffy yard. Even as he hit the brakes, the uniform standing on the sagging porch stepped down.
“Chief Russ outta Progress.” He fumbled out his ID, held it up for the uniform to scan. “What happened here?”
“We had an incident, Chief Russ.” The officer’s face was pale and coldly set, his eyes concealed behind dark glasses. “I’ll have to ask you to stay here. The sheriff’s inside. He’ll need to clear you.”
“This is my sister’s place.” J.R. snatched at the cop’s sleeve. “My sister lives here. Where’s my sister?”
“You’ll have to speak with the sheriff. Please stay behind the line,” he ordered, and strode into the house.
“Something’s happened to Sarabeth. I have to—”
“Hold on.” Carl D. grabbed his arm before J.R. could rush forward. “Just hold on. Nothing you can do. Let’s just hold on.”
He’d already spotted the dark stain on the dirt outside the chicken coop, and a second smearing near the overgrown grass.
Sheriff Bridger was a hefty man with a face seamed by years and weather. His eyes were faded blue and set in by lines that looked burned into the skin by the sun. He scanned the area as he stepped out, took a moment to wipe beads of sweat from his brow, then walked toward the waiting men.
“Chief Russ.”
“That’s right. Sheriff, I brought Mr. Mooney here up to fetch his sister. Sarabeth Bodeen. What happened here?”
Bridger shifted his pale eyes to J.R. “You brother to Sarabeth Bodeen?”
“Yes. Where’s my sister?”
“I’m sorry to tell you, Mr. Mooney. We had trouble here, sometime early this morning. Your sister’s dead.”
“Dead? What are you talking about? That can’t be. I talked to her not two days ago. Not two days back. Carl D., you said they had police here, right here, looking out for her.”
“That’s right, we did. And I lost a man this morning, too. A good man with a family. I’m sorry for your loss, Mr. Mooney, and I’m sorry for theirs.”
“J.R., you sit down now. I want you to sit until you get your legs under you.” Carl D. opened the car door, nudged his friend down on the seat. J.R.’s face was alarmingly red, and his big frame had started to shake.
“You mind having somebody bring him some water, Sheriff?”
With a nod, Bridger turned to signal the uniform. “Purty, bring Mr. Mooney here a glass of water.”
“You sit here, now.” Carl D.’s knees popped like firecrackers when he crouched down. “Just sit here and catch your breath. Let me do what I can do.”
“I just talked to her,” J.R. repeated. “Friday evening. I talked to her.”
“I know it. Just you sit here until I get back.” He stepped away from the car, moving until he was out of J.R.’s hearing. “Can you tell me what happened here?”
“We’ve been putting it together last few hours. Flint, he caught the two-to-ten shift. We didn’t know there was trouble until his relief showed up, and found him. Over there.” Bridger gestured toward the coop.
They’d taken his man off to the morgue, zipped into a black bag. He was not going to forget it.
“He caught a round in the back. Took him down. He was young, strong. He tried getting back to his unit here, crawled over fifteen feet with that round in him. Had his weapon out. Had his weapon in his hand. Somebody put a gun in his ear and pulled the trigger.
“He was thirty-three years old, Chief Russ. Got a ten-year-old boy and an eight-year-old girl at home. I take responsibility they’re without a father now. I sent him out here. We knew Bodeen was dangerous, but we didn’t know he was armed. Never used a firearm in any of his other doings. The motherfucker shot my man in the back.”
Carl D. wiped the back of his hand over his mouth. “And Miz Bodeen?”
Sarabeth. Sari Mooney, who’d sat on his ma’s front porch, ate at her table.
“My guess is she knew he was coming. Had a suitcase packed. There’s an empty coffee can in the bedroom, and looks to me like she might’ve kept her house cash in it. Gone now. Door was open, unforced. She let him in or he walked in. He shot her twice. Once in the chest, once in the back of the head.”
Carl D. shoved the sorrow aside, eyed the situation of the house, the land. “Guess you’ve done a canvas.”
“Yeah. Talked to the neighbors. Finally got somebody to say they heard what maybe was gunshots about five, five-thirty this morning. People mind their own around here. Nobody paid any attention to it.”
The heat was merciless. Carl D. dragged out a handkerchief and rubbed it over his face as sweat soaked through his fishing shirt. “How the hell’d he get here?”
“Can’t say. Hitched a ride, maybe. Stole a car. We’re looking into it.”
“For the money in a coffee can? Don’t sit right. She had a suitcase packed?”
“That’s right. Her clothes in it, and some of his. She knew he was coming. We’re checking the phone records. Gotta figure he called her, and she gave him the lay of the land. She wasn’t what you’d call cooperative with the police ‘round these parts.”
And he blamed her, though she was dead as Eve, for the murder of his man.
“Mr. Mooney going to be up to doing a next-of-kin ID on her?”
“Yeah.” Carl D. rubbed his mouth again. “He’ll do it. You inform the deceased’s mother yet?”
“No. I was going to handle that back at the office.”
“I’d appreciate it if you’d let me do that, Sheriff Bridger. Not wanting to step on your ground here, but she knows me.”
“You’re welcome to that part of the job. It ain’t one I relish.”
“Fine then. I’ll take J.R. on by his mama’s. It’ll be easier for them that way.”
“All right. He’s a cop killer now, Chief Russ. If it gives your friend there any comfort, you let him know that bastard won’t be able to run far enough or fast enough.”
“You keep me up-to-date, Sheriff, and I’ll do the same. I got the federals coming tomorrow or the day after. They’ll want to pay you a call.”
“Welcome to. But this is my turf, and that was my man they carried away in a bag this morning.” Bridger spat on the ground. “Bodeen better pray to his almighty God the feds get to him before I do.”
Miles away, Hannibal Bodeen tore into a pork chop. He’d gotten it, along with bread and cheese and a bottle of Jim Beam, from a house he’d broken into. It had been simple enough, with the family gone off to church. He’d watched them stroll out of the house in their fancy Sunday clothes and pile into a shiny minivan. Hypocrites. Going to church to show off their material goods. Into the house of the Lord to flaunt themselves.
God would punish them, just like he punished all the proud and pompous. And God had provided, he thought, as he gnawed the pork bone clean.
He’d found plenty of food in that big house. Meat wrapped up from last night’s dinner. Enough to restore his body. And drink to sustain him in his hour of need. This was his trial, his test, this wandering in the wilderness.
He tossed the bone aside and took a long drink from the bottle.
For a time he’d despaired. Why was he being punished, a righteous man? Then it all came clear. He was to be tested, he was to prove his worthiness. God had shouldered him with temptation, time and time again. There had been times he’d been weak, times he’d succumbed. But now he was given this chance.
Satan had lived in his house, under his roof, for eighteen years. He had done his best to drive the devil out, but he had failed. He would not fail again.
He lifted the bottle, let the heat of the whiskey strengthen him. Soon, very soon, he would complete the task that had been given him. He would rest, he would pray. Then the way would be shown to him.
He closed his eyes and curled up to sleep. The Lord provided, he thought, and laid his hand over the gun tucked beside him.
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Tory watched Chief Russ’s car drive slowly down her lane, make the turn onto the road to Progress. She sat where she had since her uncle had told her about her mother, where she’d lowered herself inch by inch into the old rocker on the front porch.
It was her stillness that worried Cade. Her stillness, and her silence.
“Tory, come on inside and lie down awhile.”
“I don’t want to lie down. I’m all right. I wish I weren’t so all right. I wish I felt more than I do. There’s a blankness inside me where there should be grief. I’m trying to write something on it, and I can’t. What am I that I can’t feel grief for my own mother?”
“Don’t push yourself.”
“I felt more grief and pity for Sherry Bellows. A woman I met once. I felt more shock and horror for a stranger than I do for my own blood. I looked in my uncle’s eyes and I could see the pain there, the sadness. But it’s not in me. I’ve got no tears for her.”
“Maybe you’ve shed enough of them already.”
“Something’s missing inside me.”
“No, it’s not.” He came around now, knelt in front of her. “She stopped being part of your life. It’s easier to mourn a stranger than it is someone who should have been part of you, and wasn’t.”
“My mother is dead. They believe my father killed her. And the question in my mind, most prominently in my mind at this moment, is why do you want to take on someone who comes from that?”
“You know the answer. And if love isn’t enough, we’ll add sense. You aren’t your parents any more than I’m mine. The life we’ll begin and build together is ours.”
“I should walk away from you. That’s sensible, and I suppose loving, too. But I won’t. I need you. I want so much what we might have together. So I won’t do the courageous thing and walk away.”
“Darling, you wouldn’t get two feet.”
She let out her breath in a shaky laugh. “Maybe I know it. Cade.” It was so easy to touch him, to brush her fingertips over the gilt edges of his hair. “Would we have come together, do you think, if Hope had lived? If nothing that happened had happened and we’d just grown up here like normal people?”
“Yes.”
“Sometimes your confidence is a comfort.” She walked to the end of the porch to look at the trees that tucked the marsh into shadows. “This is the second time since I’ve come home someone has died. The second time I thought it would be me he came for. He’ll come yet.”
“He won’t get near you.”
Yes, she thought, his confidence could be a comfort. “He’ll have to come. He’ll have to try.” She steadied herself, turned back. “Can you get me a gun?”
“Tory—”
“Don’t say you’ll protect me, or that the police will find him, stop him. I believe all those things as far as they go. But he will come back for me, Cade. I know it as truly as I know anything. I must be able to defend myself if I have to. And I will defend myself. I won’t hesitate to take his life to save my own. I might have once. But I have too much at stake now. I have you now.”
There was a sick dread in his stomach, but he nodded. Saying nothing, he walked to his car, opened the glove compartment. He’d started carrying the revolver with him since Sherry Bellows’s murder.
He brought it back to Tory. “This is a revolver, a thirty-eight.”
“It’s smaller than I imagined.”
“It was my father’s.” Cade turned the old Smith & Wesson over in his hand. “What you call a hideout gun, I suppose, because it’s compact. Do you know how to fire it?”
She pressed her lips together. It looked sinister and efficient in Cade’s hand. The elegant farmer’s hand. “Pull the trigger?”
“Well, there’s a little more to it than that. Are you sure about this, Tory?”
“Yes.” She let out a breath. “Yes, I’m sure.”
“Come on then. We’ll go out in the yard and I’ll give you a lesson.”
Faith sang in a voice surprisingly light and sweet as she carried groceries up the stairs into Wade’s apartment. Bee scrambled after her, sniffing the air that held memories of countless dogs, cats, and pet rodents. Delighted with herself, Faith shifted bags, managed the knob, and bumped the door open with her hip.
On a ragged pad in the living room, Mongo was lying with his head on his paws. His tail thumped, and his head lifted as Faith walked in.
“Why, hello there. You’re looking lots better, you big old thing. Bee, Mongo’s recuperating. Don’t chew on his ears. He’ll swallow you in one bite.” But Bee was already sniffing, nibbling, and nudging
“Well, I guess the two of you better get acquainted. Where’s the doctor?”
She found him in the kitchen, staring into a cup of coffee. “There he is now.” She dumped her bags on the counter, then turned to wrap her arms around his neck from behind and kiss the top of his head. “I’ve got a big surprise for you, Doc Wade. You’re going to get yourself a home-cooked supper. And, if you play your cards right, a romantic interlude will follow dessert.”
There was a machine-gun burst of barking from the living room that sent her scurrying out. “Now, isn’t that the cutest thing? Wade, you ought to come out and see this. They’re playing together. Well, this big dog here’s pretty much squashing Bee with one paw, but they’re having such a time.”
She was still laughing when she came back, then stopped when she saw Wade’s face. “Honey, what’s the matter? Did something go wrong with the horse out at the Hill place last night?”
“No. No. The mare’s fine. My aunt—my father’s sister—she’s dead. She was murdered early this morning.”
“Oh my God. Oh, Wade, that’s awful. What is going on around here?” She sat down across from him, wishing she knew what to do. “Your daddy’s sister? Tory’s mama?”
“Yes. I haven’t seen her in, Christ, I don’t even remember the last time. I can’t even get a picture of her face in my head.”
“That’s all right now.”
“It’s not all right. My family’s ripping itself apart. For God’s sake, Faith, they think my uncle killed her.”
It was the horror in his eyes that had her pushing back her own. “He’s a bad man, Wade. A bad and dangerous man, and nothing to do with you. I’m sorry for Tory, I swear I am. And for your aunt and your family. But… well, I’m going to say it even if it makes you mad at me. She chose him, Wade, and she stayed with him. Maybe that’s a kind of love, but it’s a bad kind. It’s a sorry kind.”
“We don’t know what goes on in other people’s lives.”
“Oh, hell we don’t. We’re always saying that, but we do know. I know what went on in my parents’ lives. I know that if either of them had any gumption they’d have made their marriage work, or they’d have ended it. Instead my mother clung to the Lavelle name like it was some sort of prize, and Papa took up with another woman. And whose fault was that? I spent a long time letting myself believe it was the other woman’s, but it wasn’t. It was Papa’s for not honoring his marriage vows, and Mama’s for tolerating it. Maybe it’s easier to say this is all Hannibal Bodeen’s fault. But it’s not. And it sure as hell isn’t yours, or Tory’s, or your daddy’s.”
She pushed back from the table. “I wish I could think of nice things to say. Of soft and comforting things to say, but I’m no good at it. I guess you want to go on over to your daddy’s.”
“No.” He kept his eyes on her face as he had since she’d begun to speak. “He’s better off with my mother. She’ll know what to do for him. Who the hell would’ve thought you’d know what to do for me?” He held out a hand. When she took it, he pulled her close, turned his face into her belly. “Stay, will you?”
“‘Course I will.” She stroked a hand down his hair. Her insides were a little shaky, an odd feeling. “We’ll just be quiet awhile.”
He held on, as surprised as she that she would be an anchor for him. “I’ve been sitting here since my father called. I don’t know how long. Half an hour, an hour. Frozen inside. I don’t know what to do for my family.”
“You will, when the time comes to do it. You always do. You want me to fix you some fresh coffee?”
“No. Thanks. No. I have to call my grandmother, and Tory. I have to figure out what to say first.” With his eyes closed and his face pressed against her, he listened to the dogs barking in the next room. “I’m going to keep Mongo.”
“I know it, honey.”
“His leg’s doing all right. It’ll take a while to heal yet, but he’ll be fine. A little gimpy maybe. I was going to find him a good home, but… I can’t.” He looked up, puzzled. “What do you mean you know it? I never keep dogs.”
“You hadn’t found the right one yet, is all.”
His eyes narrowed on her face, but his dimples deepened as they did when he was amused. “You’re getting a little too wise for comfort.”
“It’s the new me. I kind of like it.”
“And this new you cooks supper?”
“On rare occasions. I got us a couple of steaks in there, and the trimmings.” She walked to the counter, dug in the bag, and pulled out two white candles. “Lucy down at the market asked me what kind of evening I had planned buying red meat and white candles and a fancy cheesecake in a box.”
He smiled a little, rose from his chair. “And what did you tell Lucy down at the market?”
“I told her I was fixing a romantic dinner for two, for myself and Dr. Wade Mooney. A number of interested ears pricked at that tidbit of information.” She set the candles down. “I hope you don’t mind that I was indiscreet, and that we will now find ourselves the subject of considerable talk and speculation.”
“No.” He slid his arms around her, laid his cheek on her hair. “I don’t mind.”
“Lissy, honey, I don’t feel right about this.”
“Now, Dwight, we’re paying a grievance call on friends and neighbors.” Trying to find comfort, Lissy shifted on the seat of the car, hauling her belly up with one arm. “Tory’s just lost her mother, and she’ll appreciate some sympathy.”
“Tomorrow maybe.” Dwight gave the road ahead a pained look. “The next day.”
“Why, she won’t feel up to making herself a decent meal, now, will she? So I’m taking her a nice chicken casserole. Help keep her strength up. Lord, it will be trying for her.”
Despite her pious sigh, there was a lively fascination dancing inside her. Tory’s own mother shot dead by her own father. Why, it was just like something out of the tabloid papers, or out of Hollywood. And since she’d dragged Dwight out of the house hardly an hour after the news hit, she’d likely be the first to get a look at Tory.
Not that she wasn’t sympathetic to Tory. Naturally she was. Hadn’t she taken that casserole her mother had made for her to heat up after the baby came and brought it along? Food was for death, everyone knew that.
“She’s not going to feel up to company,” Dwight insisted.
“We’re not company. Why, I went to school with Tory. The both of us have known her since we were children. I couldn’t bear the idea of her being alone at such a time.” Or of someone else getting there first. “Besides all that, Dwight Frazier, you’re mayor. It’s your duty to call on the bereaved. Goodness, watch these bumps, honey. I have to pee again.”
“I don’t want you getting too excited or upset.” He reached over to pat her hand. “No going into labor out here, Lissy.”
“Don’t you worry.” But it pleased her that he did. “I’ve got three weeks left, at least. Goodness, how do I look?” Anxious, she flipped down the vanity mirror. “I must look a fright, rushing out the way I did. A big, fat frightful cow.”
“You’re beautiful. Still the prettiest girl in Progress. And all mine.”
“Oh, Dwight.” She flushed rosily and fluffed her hair. “You’re so sweet. I just feel so fat and ugly these days. And Tory’s so slim.”
“Skin and bones. My woman’s got curves.” He reached over to rub her breast and made her squeal.
“Stop that.” Giggling, she gave his hand a swat. “Shame on you. Now look, we’re almost there and you’ve got me all flustered.” She snuck her hand between his legs. “Got yourself flustered, too. Remember how we used to park out this way when we were young and foolish?”
“And I talked you into the backseat of my daddy’s car.”
“Didn’t take much talking. I was just crazy about you. The first time we made love it was out here. It was so dark, so sexy. Dwight.” She walked her fingers up his leg. “After the baby comes, and I get my figure back, let’s have Mama come over and baby-sit. You and I’ll drive on out here and see if you can still talk me into the backseat.”
He blew out a breath. “Keep talking like that, Lissy, and I’m not going to be able to get out of this car without embarrassing myself.”
“Slow down a little. I want to put some lipstick on anyway.” She dug a tube out of her purse.
“Mama said she’d keep Luke overnight. We should go by and see Boots and J.R. after we leave Tory’s. I guess they’ll have the funeral up around Florence. We’ll have to go, of course, represent the town, and so on. I don’t have any black maternity dresses. I suppose I’ll have to make do with the navy, even though it has that pretty white collar. People’ll understand, don’t you think, if I wear navy blue? And we’ll have to send flowers.”
She chattered until they turned into the lane. Dwight was no longer aroused, but he was getting a vague headache.
Fifteen minutes, he promised himself. He’d give Lissy fifteen minutes to fuss over Tory, then he was taking her home and making her put her feet up. That way, he could get himself a beer, kick back, and watch whatever was on ESPN.
Nobody in Progress was going to do any grieving over Sarabeth Bodeen except her immediate family. He didn’t see why a death so far removed from him, and his town, need occupy more than the minimum amount of his time, personal or official.
He’d pay his duty calls, then forget it.
“I don’t know why anybody would want to live way out here without a single soul for company,” Lissy said, as Dwight hauled her out of the car. “Then again, Tory always was an odd one. Rare as a two-headed duck, my mama would say. Then again …” She trailed off and gave Cade’s car a significant look. “I guess she doesn’t lack for company after all. I swear, I can’t see those two together, Dwight, not for a New York minute. They can’t have a thing in common, and as far as I can see, Tory’s not the kind to keep a man very warm, if you know what I mean. She’s good-looking enough if you like that type, but she’s nothing compared to Deborah Purcell. I can’t for the life of me figure what Cade sees in her. A man in his position could have his pick of women. God knows I’ve tried to steer him toward plenty of them.”
Dwight said “Hmmm” and “Uh-huh” and “Yes, honey” a couple of times as he got the casserole dish out of the car. It wasn’t necessary to actually listen to his wife when she started on one of her ramblings. After several years of marriage he had her rhythm down so that he managed to punctuate her statements at the appropriate times without having a clue what she was talking about.
The system served them both well.
“I imagine he’ll get tired of her before much longer and they’ll drift apart the way people do when they don’t have a real bond like we do.”
She fluttered at him, gave his arm a little pat, and he read the signal correctly. He glanced down and gave her a warm and loving look.
“Once he’s shaken loose again, we’ll have him over for dinner with, oh, maybe Crystal Bean. I might even be able to find some nice man for Tory, more her kind. That’ll take some doing as I don’t think there’re many men who’ll be willing to take on such a strange one. I swear, sometimes she’ll just look at me and give me the shivers, if you know what I mean. Tory!”
She exclaimed it when Tory opened the door, and immediately opened her arms. “Oh honey, I’m just so sorry about your mother. Dwight and I came the minute we heard. You poor thing. Now, why aren’t you resting? I was sure Cade would have you lying down at a time like this.”
The embrace was smothering and hot. “I’m all right.”
“Of course you’re not all right, and you don’t have to pretend with us. Old friends.” She flapped her hand against Tory’s back. “Now, I want you to sit down, and I’m going to make you a nice cup of tea. I brought you a casserole here. I want you to have a hot meal, keep your strength up during this painful time. Cade.”
She released Tory to turn her attention on Cade as he came in from the kitchen. “I’m glad you’re here, seeing to Tory. A time like this she needs all her friends. Now, you come on with me, honey.” She slipped an arm around Tory’s waist as if to support her. “Dwight, you bring that dish on back to the kitchen so I can warm it up for Tory.”
“Lissy, that’s very kind of you,” Tory began.
“Nothing kind about it, not between friends. I know you must be half out of your mind right now, but we’re here for you. Whatever’s said or done, you count on us, isn’t that right, Dwight, honey?”
“Sure it is.” He gave Cade a pained looked as Lissy pulled Tory toward the kitchen. “I couldn’t stop her,” he murmured. “She means it for the best.”
“I’m sure she does.”
“It’s a terrible thing. Terrible. How’s Tory holding up?”
“She’s coping.” Cade glanced back toward the kitchen where Lissy’s voice ran on and on. “I’m worried about her, but she’s coping.”
“They’re saying it was Hannibal Bodeen who did it. Word’s spreading fast. I figured you’d want to know that’s what’s being said. It’s going to get worse, I expect, before it gets better.”
“I don’t think it gets any worse. Chief Russ give you any updates on the manhunt?”
“He’s playing it close. I guess he’s got to. Haven’t had anything like this around here since you lost your sister, Cade.” He hesitated, then shifted, the dish still in his hands. “It can’t be easy on you, either, bringing all that back again.”
“No, it’s not. But I’ll tell you the way it’s starting to look, and that might close this off once and for all. It’s starting to look like it might have been Bodeen who killed Hope.”
“Killed—” He took a long breath, blew it out again as he, too, glanced toward the kitchen. “God almighty, Cade. I don’t know what to say. What to think.”
“Neither do I. Yet”
“Dwight, come on and bring me that casserole, will you?”
“On the way,” he called back. “I’ll move Lissy along, soon as I can. I know you don’t want company.”
“Appreciate it. And I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t mention Tory’s father’s connection to Hope. To Lissy or anyone just yet. Things are hard enough on Tory right now.”
“You can count on me. I mean that, Cade. You let me know what you want done and when, and I’ll see to it.” He managed a smile. “You and me and Wade, we go back. All the way back.”
“I will count on you. I do. I—”
There was a sudden squeal from the kitchen that had Dwight bolting across the room in alarm. He burst in to see Lissy, eyes wide, mouth open, with Tory’s hand clutched in hers.
“Engaged! Why, I just can’t believe it! Dwight, look here what Tory’s wearing on her finger, and neither of them saying a word about it.” She jerked Tory’s hand forward, her own face alive with the bliss of being, she was sure, the first to know. “Isn’t this something?”
Dwight studied the ring, then looked into Tory’s eyes. He saw the fatigue, the embarrassment, the faint irritation. “It sure is. I hope you’ll be very happy.”
“Of course she’ll be happy.” Lissy dropped Tory’s hand so she could waddle around the table and hug Cade. “Aren’t you the sly one, never letting on. Then snapping Tory up so fast. Why, her head must still be spinning. We have to celebrate, drink a toast to the happy couple. Oh.”
She stopped, had the grace to flush even if her eyes continued to dance. “What am I thinking? I’m just a scatter-brain, that’s all. Oh honey, you must be so torn.” She scurried back to Tory as quickly as she could manage. “Getting engaged and losing your mama this way so close together. Life goes on, you remember that. Life does go on.”
Tory didn’t bother to sigh, but she did manage to get her hand in her lap before Lissy could grab it again. “Thank you, Lissy. I’m sorry, I hope you understand, but I need to call my grandmother. We have to see about arrangements.”
“Of course we understand. Now, I want you to let me know if there’s anything I can do. Anything at all. Nothing’s too big or too small. Dwight and I are more than happy to help. Aren’t we, Dwight?”
“That’s right.” He put his arm firmly around Lissy. “We’ll go on now, but you can call us if there’s anything you need. No, don’t you get up.” He steered Lissy toward the doorway. “We’ll let ourselves out. You call now, you hear?”
“Thank you.”
“Imagine that. Imagine it!” Lissy could hardly wait until they’d gotten to the front door. “Wearing a diamond big enough to blind you, and on the day she finds out her daddy killed her mama. I swear, Dwight, I don’t know what to think. She’ll be planning a wedding and a funeral at the same time. I told you, didn’t I tell you, she was a strange one.”
“You told me, honey.” He nudged her into the car, shut the door. “You surely told me,” he murmured.
Inside, Cade sat at the table. For a moment he and Tory studied each other in silence. “Sorry,” he said at length.
“For?”
“Dwight’s my friend, and she comes along with him.”
“She’s a silly woman. Not particularly crafty, not particularly mean. She thrives on other people’s business, good and bad. Right now, she doesn’t know which to highlight. Here’s Victoria Bodeen, in the middle of a tragedy and scandal. And here she is again, engaged to one of the most prominent men in the county.”
Tory paused, glanced down at the ring on her finger. It was a jolt to see it there, she thought. Not a bad sensation, just an odd one.
“Such bulletins,” she continued. “It all must be rattling around in her head like marbles. Clinking together as there isn’t much else in there to get in the way.”
His mouth twitched. “Is that speculation, or did you take a look?”
“There’s no need to. And I don’t do that, anyway, when everything she’s thinking runs riot over her face. Dwight would never have gotten her out so quickly if she hadn’t been jumping to get to a phone and start spreading the word.”
“And that bothers you.”
“Yes.” She pushed back from the table, wandered to the window. Odd that it comforted somehow to look out into the dark shadows of the marsh. “I knew when I came back here I’d be under the microscope. I understood that. And I’ll deal with it. My mother… I’ll deal with that, too. There’s nothing else I can do.”
“You don’t have to deal with it alone.”
“I know. I came back here to face myself, I suppose. To resolve or at least accept what had happened to Hope, and my part in that. I expected the talk, the looks, the speculation and curiosity. I planned to use them to build my business. I have, and I’ll keep on using them. That’s cold.”
“No, it’s good sense. Tough maybe, but not cold.”
“I came back for me,” she said quietly. “To prove I could. I expected to pay for it. To quiet the restlessness inside me, but to pay for it. I never expected you.”
She turned back. “I never expected you, Cade. And I don’t know quite what to do with all of this feeling I have inside me for you.”
He got to his feet, crossed to her to brush her hair back from her face. “You’ll figure it out.”
“This is so easy for you.”
“I guess I’ve been waiting for you.”
“Cade, my father… What he is. Part of that’s in me. You have to consider that. You have to weigh it in.”
“Do I?” He gave her a considering look as he turned her to walk toward the bedroom. “You’re probably right. I suppose I should give you the same opportunity to weigh in my great-grandfather Horace who engaged in a long, lascivious affair with his wife’s brother. When she discovered it, and in what you can imagine was her shocked distress, threatened to expose him, Horace, along with his lover, displeased by this reaction, dismembered her and kept the alligators fat and happy for several days.”
“You’re making that up.”
“No indeed.” He drew her down on the bed. “Well, the business about the alligators is family legend. There are some who say she simply fled to Savannah and lived to the age of ninety-six in mortified solitude. Either way, it isn’t a proud footnote in the Lavelle family history.”
She turned to him, found the curve of his shoulder, and rested her head there. “I suppose it’s a good thing I don’t have any brothers.”
“There you go. Sleep awhile, Tory. It’s just you and me here. That’s what matters now.”
While she slept, he lay wakeful, listening to the sounds of the night.
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“I’m asking you to indulge me.”
Tory looked up at the peaks and lines of Beaux Reves. “You’re putting me between yourself and your mother again, Cade. That’s not fair to any of us.”
“No. But I need to speak with her, and I don’t want you driving into town by yourself. I don’t want you alone until this is over, Tory.”
“Well, that makes two of us, so you can rest easy there. But I’d as soon wait in the car while you do what you have to do inside.”
“Let’s compromise.”
“Oh, when did that word enter your vocabulary?”
He slanted her a slow and very bland smile. “We’ll go around back. You can wait in the kitchen. My mother doesn’t spend a lot of time there.”
She started to object again, subsided. He would, she knew, simply roll over her excuses and she was too worn out to fight about it. Too many dreams in the night, too many images sliding into her head in the day.
When it was over, he said. As if it would be. As if it could.
She got out of the car, walked with him around the garden path, through the wildly blooming roses, past the glossy-leafed camellia where a young girl had once secreted her pretty pink bike, wound through the hills of azaleas with their blooms long since spent, and fragrant spires of lavender that would scent the air all the way into winter.
The world was lush here, full of color and shape and perfume. A lazily elegant place of bricked paths and lovely benches set just so among the beds and shrubs with overflowing pots of mixed blooms tucked artistically among the stream. The result was like a painting, meticulously executed.
Margaret’s world again, Tory realized, just like the studied perfection of the rooms inside. Nothing to mar it, nothing to change it. How wrenching it would be to have some invader burst in and skew the balance of it all.
“You don’t understand her.”
“Excuse me?”
“Your mother. You don’t understand her at all.”
Intrigued, Cade laced his fingers with Tory’s. “Did I give you the impression I thought I did?”
“This is her world, Cade. This is her life. The house, the gardens, the view she sees out the windows. Even before Hope died, it was the center for her. What she tended and preserved. And continued to after she lost her child. She could keep this,” she said, turning to him. “Touch it, see it, make certain it didn’t change. Don’t take this from her.”
“I’m not.” He cupped Tory’s face in his hands now, holding it up to his. “But neither will I tolerate her using it, or the farm, as a threat to hold me under her thumb. I can’t give her more than I’ve already offered, not even for you.”
“There has to be a compromise. Just as you said.”
“One would think.” He laid his lips on her brow. “But sometimes, with some people, there’s only yes or no. Don’t take this on.” He drew her back, and his eyes were troubled. “Don’t ask me to, Victoria.” The sound he made wasn’t so much a sigh as a rush of air. “Don’t ask me to bargain our happiness against her approval. I’ve never had her approval to begin with.”
It was so strange to realize it, and all at once. He’d grown up in a castle and had been just as starved for kind words as she. “It hurts you. I’m sorry I didn’t see that it hurts you.”
“Old wounds.” He ran his hands down her arms, laced fingers again. “They don’t bleed like they used to.”
But they would seep and trickle from time to time, she thought, as they began to walk again. No one had ever used a belt on him, or fists. There were other ways to pummel a child.
Even here, in all this beauty, so far removed from the barren and stifling rooms of her childhood. Beautiful, yes, Tory thought, as they walked under an arbor buried in morning glories, but lonely. That was just another word for barren.
There should be someone sitting on the bench or clipping the gerberas for a basket. A child stretched belly-down over the path studying a lizard or toad.
The painting needed life, and sound and movement.
“I want children.”
Cade stopped in his tracks. “Excuse me?”
Where had that come from, and why had it popped out of her mind as if it had always been there? “I want children,” she repeated. “I’m tired of empty yards and quiet gardens and tidy rooms. If we live here, I want noise and crumbs on the floor and dishes in the sink. I couldn’t survive in all those perfect, untouched rooms, and that’s something you can’t ask me to do. I don’t want this house without life inside it.”
The words rushed out of her mouth, and the panic riding in them made him smile. He remembered a young boy who’d wanted to build a fort. Scrap wood and tar paper.
“This is such an interesting coincidence. I was thinking two children, with an option for three.”
“Okay.” She blew out a breath. “All right. I should’ve known you’d already figured it out.”
“I am a farmer. We plan. Then we hope fate cooperates.” He bent to pluck a sprig of rosemary from the kitchen garden. “For remembrance,” he said, as he gave it to her. “While you’re waiting for me, remember we have a life to plan, as messy and noisy as we like.”
She went inside with him, and there was Lilah, as she was so often, working at the sink. The air smelled of coffee and biscuits and the sweet rose scent Lilah sprayed on every morning.
“You come in late for breakfast,” she said. “Lucky for you I’m in a good mood.” She’d been watching them the last few minutes with a lightness of heart. They looked right together. She’d been waiting to see her boy look right with someone.
“Well, sit down, coffee’s fresh enough. I made up some flapjack batter nobody’s bothered to eat.”
“Is my mother upstairs?”
“She is, and the judge is cooling his heels in the front parlor.” Lilah was already getting down mugs. “Don’t have much to say to me today. Been on the phone considerable, and got her door shut. That sister of yours, she don’t even bother coming home last night.”
Cade’s stomach clutched. “Faith’s not home?”
“Nothing to worry on. She’s with Doc Wade. Breezed out of here yesterday saying that’s where she’d be and I’d see her when I see her. Seems nobody sleeps in their own bed around here these days but me. Too damn hot for all these carryings-on. Sit down and eat.”
“I need to speak to my mother. Feed her,” he ordered, pointing at Tory.
“I’m not a puppy,” Tory muttered as he strode away. “Don’t go to any trouble, Lilah.”
“Sit down, and take that martyr look off your face. It’s his place to settle things with his mama, and not yours to fuss your head over it.” She got out the griddle to heat. “And you’ll eat what I put in front of you.”
“I’m beginning to think he takes after you.”
“Why shouldn’t he? I did most of the raising of him. I’m not speaking against Miss Margaret. Some women aren’t built to be mothers, is all. Don’t make them less, just makes them what they are.”
She got a bowl out of the refrigerator, peeled back the cover. “I was sorry to hear about your mother.”
“Thank you.”
Lilah stood a moment, bowl in the crook of her arm, her eyes dark and warm on Tory’s face. “Some women,” she said again, “aren’t built for mothering. That’s why, just like the song says, God blesses the child who’s got his own. You got your own, honey. You always did.”
For the first time since she’d heard the news of her mother’s death, Tory wept.
Cade stopped at the parlor first. Manners would never have permitted him to walk by an old family friend.
“Judge.”
Gerald turned, and the stern, contemplative lines of his face relaxed fractionally when he saw Cade. “I was hoping I’d have a chance to speak with you this morning. I hope you can spare me a minute.”
“Of course.” Cade stepped in, gestured to a chair. “I hope you’re well.”
“A little arthritis, acts up now and again. Old age.” Gerald gestured it aside as he sat. “Never think it’s going to happen to you, then you wake up one day and wonder who the hell that old man is in your shaving mirror. Well.” Gerald laid his palms on the knees of his trousers. “I’ve known you since you were born.”
“So there’s no need to pick your words,” Cade finished. “I’m aware my mother has spoken to you about some legalities and changes in her will.”
“She’s a proud woman, and she’s concerned for you.”
“Is she?” Cade lifted his eyebrows as if fascinated by that information. “She needn’t be. I’m fine. More than fine. If her concern is for Beaux Reves,” he continued, “it’s also misplaced. We’re having a very good year. Better, I think, even than last.”
Gerald cleared his throat. “Cade, I knew your father most of my life, was his friend. I hope you’ll take what I have to say in that spirit. If you would postpone your personal plans, take a bit more time to consider. I’m fully aware of a man’s needs and desires, but when those desires are put ahead of duty, of practicality, and most of all ahead of family, it can never come to good.”
“I’ve asked Tory to marry me. I don’t need my mother’s blessing, or yours, for that matter. I can only regret those blessings aren’t forthcoming.”
“Cade, you’re a young man, with your life in front of you. I’m only asking, as a friend of both your parents, for you to take time to consider, time you can well spare at your age. To look at the entire picture. Particularly now that this tragedy has come into Tory Bodeen’s life. A tragedy,” Gerald added, “that speaks volumes of who and what she comes from. You were just a boy yourself when she lived here, and were sheltered from the harder facts of life.”
“What facts would they be?”
Gerald sighed. “Hannibal Bodeen is a dangerous man, undoubtedly ill in his mind. Such things come down in the blood. Now, I have every sympathy for the child, make no mistake, but there’s no changing what is.”
“Is this ‘The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree’? Or is it ‘As a twig is bent so it grows’?”
Irritation flickered over Gerald’s face. “Either is apt. Victoria Bodeen lived in that house, under his hand, too long not to be bent by it.”
“Under his hand,” Cade said carefully.
“Figuratively, and I’m afraid, literally. Many years ago, Iris Mooney, Victoria’s maternal grandmother, came to see me. She wanted to sue the Bodeens for custody of the girl. She said Bodeen beat the child.”
“She wanted to hire you?”
“She did. However, she had no proof of this abuse, no substantiation. I have no doubt, had none then, that she was telling the truth, but—”
“You knew,” Cade said very quietly. “You knew that he was beating her, putting welts and bruises on her, and you did nothing?”
“The law—”
“Fuck the law.” He spoke in that same deadly cool voice as he got to his feet. “She came to you for help, because she wanted to take a child out of a nightmare. And you did nothing.”
“It was not my place to interfere with the blood family. She had no proof. The case was weak.” Flustered, Gerald rose as well. He was unused to being questioned or looked at with such disgust. “There were no police reports, none from social services. Just the word of a grandmother. If I had taken the case, nothing would have come of it.”
“We’ll never know, will we? Because you didn’t take the case. You didn’t try to help.”
“It was not my place,” Gerald said again.
“It was your place. It’s everyone’s place. But she got through it without you, without anyone. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have personal business.”
He walked out quickly. Upstairs, Cade knocked on his mother’s door. It occurred to him that there had often been closed doors in this house, barriers that required a polite request before they were removed. Manners forever took precedence here over intimacy.
That would change. He could promise himself that. The doors of Beaux Reves would be open. His children wouldn’t have to wait like company for an invitation to enter.
“Come in.” Margaret continued to pack. She’d seen Cade drive up with that woman and had been expecting him to knock. She assumed he would ask her to change her mind about leaving, would attempt to reach a compromise. He was a deal maker, she mused, as she laid tissue paper between precisely folded blouses, as his father had been.
It would give her enormous satisfaction to listen to his requests and offers. And refuse them all.
“I’m sorry to disturb you.” The prologue came automatically. He’d said the same thing countless times when admitted to her rooms. “And I’m sorry you and I find ourselves at odds.”
She didn’t bother to look over. “I’ve made arrangements to have my luggage picked up this afternoon. I will, naturally, expect the rest of my belongings to be shipped to me. I have a partial list of what is mine. It will take a bit more time to complete. I have acquired a number of possessions in my years in this house.”
“Of course. Have you decided where you’ll be staying?”
The smooth tone of the question had her hands fumbling, her gaze darting toward him. “I’ve made no permanent arrangements. Such things require careful consideration.”
“Yes. I thought you might be more comfortable in a house of your own, and somewhere nearby, as you have ties to the community. We own the property at the corner of Magnolia and Main. It’s an attractive brick house, two stories, with a well-established yard and garden. It’s tenanted at the moment, but the lease runs out in just over two months. If you’re interested, I’ll give the tenants notice.”
Staggered, she stared at him. “How easily you put me out.”
“I’m not putting you out. The choice is yours. You’re welcome to stay here. It’s your home, and can continue to be. But it will also be Tory’s home.”
“You’ll see what she is eventually, but she’ll have ruined you by then. Her mother was trash. Her father is a murderer. And she herself is nothing but an opportunist, a calculating sneak who never knew her place.”
“Her place is here with me. If you can’t accept that, and her, then you’ll have to make your place elsewhere.”
Sometimes, for some people, the answer was yes or no. It occurred to him that this time it applied to him as much as his mother.
“The house on Magnolia is yours if you want it. If, however, you prefer to go elsewhere, Beaux Reves will acquire the property of your choice.”
“Out of guilt?”
“No, Mama. I have no guilt for taking my happiness or loving a woman I also admire and respect.”
“Respect?” Margaret spat out. “You can speak of respect?”
“Yes. I’ve never known anyone I respect more. So guilt plays no part here. But I will see to it you have a comfortable home.”
“I need nothing from you. I have money of my own.”
“I know that. Take whatever time you need to decide. Whatever that decision is, I hope you’ll be happy with it. Or at least content. I wish…” He closed his eyes a moment, weary from maintaining the facade of manners. “I wish there was more between us than this. I wish I knew why there can’t be. We disappoint each other, Mama. I’m sorry for that.”
She had to press her lips together to stop their trembling. “When I leave this house, you’ll be dead to me.”
Grief swam into his eyes, swirled there, then cleared away. “Yes, I know.”
He stepped back, then quietly shut the door between them.
Alone, Margaret sank onto the bed and listened to the silence.
Cade gathered what paperwork he thought he’d need over the next day or two, and listened to his phone messages while he loaded his briefcase. He needed to check in with Piney, return calls from the factory, and run by a couple of the rental units. There was a board meeting the next day, but that could be rescheduled.
His quarterly meeting with his bookkeeper couldn’t. He’d just have to find a safe place to plant Tory for a few hours.
He glanced at his watch, picked up the phone. Faith answered, her voice slurred with sleep.
“Where’s Wade?”
“Hmmm? Down with a cocker spaniel or something. What time is it?”
“It’s after nine.”
“Go away. I’m sleeping.”
“I’m coming into town. Tory’s with me. She’s making noises about going into the shop. She doesn’t plan to open today, but I expect she wants to find something to keep her busy. I want you to keep an eye out, then go over and stay with her.”
“Maybe you didn’t hear me. I’m sleeping.”
“Get up. We’ll be there within a half hour.”
“You’re awful damn bossy this morning.”
“I don’t want either of you alone until Bodeen’s in custody. You stick with her, you hear? I’ll be back around as soon as I can.”
“What the hell am I supposed to do with her?”
“You’ll think of something. Get up,” he repeated, then broke the connection. Satisfied, he carried his briefcase downstairs.
The first thing he noticed was that Tory’s plate was nearly cleared. The second was that she’d been crying.
“What’s wrong? What did you say to her?”
“Oh, stop fussing.” Lilah swatted him off like a fly. “She’s had herself a nice weep and she’s the better for it. Isn’t that so, little girl?”
“Yes. Thanks. I can’t eat any more, Lilah. I really can’t.”
Lips pursed, Lilah studied the plate, then nodded. “You did all right.” She glanced over at Cade. “Will Miss Margaret or the judge be wanting breakfast?”
“I don’t think so. My mother’s made arrangements to leave this afternoon.”
“She going through with it?”
“Apparently. I don’t want you staying here alone, Lilah. I thought you might like to visit your sister for a couple of days.”
“I could do that.” She picked up Tory’s plate to carry it to the sink. “I’ll wait and see, if it’s all the same to you Cade.”
“I’ll check in later.”
“Best thing, her going. She breaks free of this house, she’ll be the happier for it in the long run.”
“I hope you’re right. You call your sister,” he said and held out a hand for Tory.
Tory got to her feet, and after a moment’s hesitation stepped over to press her cheek to Lilah’s. “Thank you.”
“You’re a good girl. Just remember to hold on to your own.”
“I’m going to.”
She waited until they were outside, in the car and driving down the tree-lined lane away from the house. “I don’t want a big wedding.”
Cade arched his brows. “Okay.”
“I’d like to do it as quietly as possible and as …”
“And?”
He made the turn onto the road. Tory glanced out the window toward the edges of the swamp. “And as soon as possible.”
“Why?”
How like him to ask, she thought, and turned to him again. “Because I want to start our life. I want to begin.”
“We’ll arrange for the license tomorrow. Will that suit you?”
“Yes.” She laid a hand over his. “That suits me fine.”
Smiling at him, she saw nothing, felt nothing from the marsh. Or what waited in it.
Faith strolled across to Southern Comfort when she saw Cade’s car pull up. She put on a big smile and hooked her arm companionably through Cade’s. “There you are. I thought you’d forgotten.”
“Forgotten?”
“Remember, honey, you said I could borrow your car today. Here you go.” She dropped her own keys in his hand and fluttered her lashes. “So sweet of you, too. Isn’t he just the best brother, Tory? He knows I have a partiality for his little convertible, and he’s always letting me borrow it.”
She nipped the keys out of Cade’s fingers, then gave him a big, noisy kiss. “Tory, I’m just bored silly with Wade so busy today. I’m just going to keep you company awhile, all right? I’m thinking of buying Wade one of those fat candlesticks you’ve got in here.”
Smoothly, she transferred her grip from Cade to Tory. “His place could sure use some fixing up. Well, you’ve seen it yourself, so you know. Looks like I’m going to be spending more time there, and I just can’t abide that primitive male decor of his. Car’s around the back of Wade’s building,” she called out to Cade, as she steered Tory toward the door. “It’s low on gas.”
With a last glance at Cade’s annoyed face, Tory unlocked the shop. “Was the car a bribe?”
“No, he didn’t trouble to offer a bribe. He woke me up this morning, so he’s got to pay a price. He wants us looking out for each other.”
“Where’s your dog?”
“Oh, she’s having a fine time at Wade’s.” Faith turned to the window and waved cheerfully to Cade. “Oh, he’s steaming. He just hates for me to drive this toy of his.”
“So naturally you drive it as often as possible.”
“Naturally. Got anything cold to drink? It’s hot enough to steal your breath out there today.”
“In the back. Help yourself.”
“Are you opening today?”
“No. I don’t want people today. So don’t be offended if I ignore you.”
“Same goes.”
Faith slipped into the back room and came back with two bottles of Coke. Tory had the music on low and was busy with glass cleaner and a cloth. “You might as well give me something to do before I do die of boredom.”
Tory held out the cloth. “You ought to be able to manage this. I have plenty of work in the back. Please don’t let anyone in. If someone comes to the door just tell them we’re closed today.”
“Fine by me.”
She shrugged as Tory went into the back, then entertained herself by rearranging stock to her liking, imagining what it would be like to run a shop.
Entirely too much work, she decided, too much trouble. Though it was fun to be around so many nice things and speculate who would buy what.
She found the keys for the jewelry case behind the counter and tried on several pairs of earrings, admired a bracelet fashioned out of a coil of silver and tried that on as well.
When someone knocked on the door, she jumped guiltily, and closed the display.
She didn’t recognize the faces. The man and woman stood outside the door studying her as she studied them. It was a shame, Faith thought, that Tory wasn’t open. At least customers would be a diversion.
Faith smiled brightly and tapped the closed sign. The woman held up a badge.
“Oops.” The FBI, she thought. An even better diversion. She unlocked the door.
“Miss Bodeen?”
“No, she’s in the back.” Faith took a moment to size them up. The woman was tall and tough, with short black hair and cool dark eyes. She wore what Faith considered a very unflattering gray suit and dead-ugly shoes.
The man had more potential, with curling brown hair and a square jaw with a sexy little dent in it. She tried the smile on him and got the faintest glimmer of response. “I’ve never met an FBI agent before. I guess I’m a little flustered.”
“Would you ask Miss Bodeen to come out?” the woman requested.
“Of course. Just excuse me for one minute. Y’all wait right here.” She hurried to the stockroom, closed the door behind her. “It’s the FBI.”
Tory’s head snapped up. “Here?”
“Right out there. A man and a woman, and nothing like those two on the TV show. He’s not half bad, but she’s wearing a suit I wouldn’t be buried in. She’s a Yankee, too. I don’t know about him. He hasn’t opened his mouth. Ask me, she runs the show.”
“For God’s sake, what do I care about that?” Tory got to her feet, but her knees were shaking.
Before she could steady herself, there was a brisk knock on the door, and it opened. “Miss Bodeen?”
“Yes, I—yes.”
“I’m Special Agent Tatia Lynn Williams.” The woman showed her badge again. “And this is Special Agent Marks. We need to speak with you.”
“Have you found my father?”
“Not at this time. Has he contacted you?”
“No. I haven’t seen him, or heard from him. He’d know I wouldn’t help him.”
“We’d like to ask you some questions.” Williams gave Faith a pointed look.
Instantly Faith scooted behind the desk to wrap an arm around Tory’s shoulder. “This is my brother’s fiancée. I promised him I’d stay with her. I won’t break my word to my brother.”
Marks took out his notebook, flipped pages. “And you would be?”
“Faith Lavelle. Tory’s going through a very distressing time. I’m staying with her.”
“You’re acquainted with Hannibal Bodeen?”
“I know him. And I believe he killed my sister eighteen years ago.”
“We have no evidence of that,” Williams said flatly. “Miss Bodeen, when did you last see your mother?”
“In April. My uncle and I went to see her. I’ve been estranged from my parents for a number of years. I hadn’t seen her since I was twenty, or my father, either. Until he came here, to my shop.”
“And at that time you were aware he was a fugitive.”
“Yes.”
“Yet you gave him money.”
“He took money,” Tory corrected. “But I’d have given it to him to keep him away from me.”
“Your father was physically violent with you.”
“All of my life.” Giving in, Tory sat.
“And with your mother?”
“No, not really. He didn’t have to be. I believe he battered her in more recent years, when I wasn’t there. But that would be speculation.”
“I’m told you don’t have to speculate.” Williams glanced up, fixed her eyes on Tory’s face. “You claim to be psychic.”
“I don’t claim anything.”
“You were involved in several cases of abducted children a few years ago.”
“What would that have to do with my mother’s murder?”
“You were friends with Hope Lavelle.” Marks picked up the pattern smoothly, slid into a chair himself while his partner remained standing.
“Yes, very good friends.”
“And you led her family and the authorities to her body.”
“Yes. I’m sure you have the reports. There’s nothing I can add to them.”
“You claimed to have seen her murder.” When Tory didn’t respond, Marks leaned forward. “Recently, you enlisted the aid of Abigail Lawrence, an attorney in Charleston. You were interested in a series of sexual homicides. Why?”
“Because they were all killed by the same person, the same person who murdered Hope. Because each of them was Hope to him, at a different age.”
“You … sense this,” Williams commented, and drew Tory’s gaze.
“I know this. I don’t expect you to believe me.”
“If you know this,” Williams continued, “why didn’t you come forward?”
“To what purpose? To amuse someone like you? To have what happened to Jonah Mansfield dragged up again and my part in it thrown in my face? You know all there is to know about me, Agent Williams.”
Marks took a plastic bag from his pocket, tossed it on the desk. Inside was a single earring, a simple gold hoop. “What can you tell us about that?”
Tory kept her hands in her lap. “It’s an earring.”
“One of the things we know is you’re very cool under fire.” Williams stepped forward. “You were interested enough in the murders to gather information on them. Aren’t you interested enough to see what you can pick up, let’s say, from that?”
“I’ve told you all I can about my father. I’ll do whatever I can to help you find him.”
Marks picked up the bag. “Start with this.”
“Was it my mother’s?” Without thinking, Tory snatched it out of his hand, broke the seal, then closed her fingers over the earring.
She opened herself, wanting this last connection more than she’d realized. She shivered once, then dropped the earring onto the desk. “The mate’s in your pocket,” she said to Williams. “You took them off as you were driving into town, put this one in here.” Her eyes tracked up, stayed level. “I’m not required to put myself on display for you.”
“I apologize.” Williams stepped forward to pick up the earring. “I do know quite a bit about you, Miss Bodeen. I was interested in the work you did in New York. I’ve studied the Mansfield case.” She slipped the earring back into her pocket. “They should have listened to you.” She gave her partner a quiet look. “I intend to.”
“There’s nothing more I can tell you.” She got to her feet. “Faith, would you show them out please?”
“Sure.”
Williams took out a card, laid it on the desk, then followed Faith out of the storeroom. Minutes later Faith came back in, took out a fresh Coke, and settled down in the chair Marks had vacated.
“You could tell that just by touching that earring. You knew it was hers and all that just by touching it?”
“I have work to do.”
“Oh, get over yourself.” Faith took a long swig from the bottle. “I swear, I’ve never known anybody takes every damn thing so serious. What we ought to do is go buy ourselves some lottery tickets or run on up to the racetrack. Can you tell with horses? I don’t see why you couldn’t.”
“For God’s sake.”
“Well, why not? Why can’t you have some fun with it? It doesn’t have to be some dark, depressing weight. No, I’ve got it. Better than horses. We’ll go to Vegas and play blackjack. Jesus Christ, Tory, we’d break the bank in every casino.”
“It’s not something to profit from.”
“Why not? Oh, of course, I forgot. This is you. You’d rather mope about it. Poor little me.” Faith dabbed an invisible hankie under her eyes. “I’m psychic, so I must suffer.”
The insult was so huge, Tory couldn’t imagine why her lips wanted to twitch into a ridiculous grin. “I’m not moping.”
“You would, given half a chance. I’m an expert on moping.” She edged a hip onto the desk. “Come on over to Wade’s with me. You can, like, brush up against him or whatever, and find out what’s going on in his head about me.”
“I will not.”
“Oh, be a pal.”
“No.”
“You’re such a bitch.”
“That’s right, now go away. And put that bracelet back where you got it.”
“Fine. It’s not my style anyway.” She leaned over the desk. “What am I thinking right now?”
Tory glanced up, and her mouth quivered. “It’s inventive, but anatomically impossible.” She swiveled back to her keyboard. “Faith, thanks.”
With a sniff, Faith pulled open the door. “For what?”
“For deliberately annoying me so I wouldn’t mope.”
“Oh, that. My pleasure. It’s so easy, after all.”
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“Wade, honey?” Faith cocked the phone on her shoulder and peered over the counter toward the storeroom, where it seemed to her Tory had been holed up for ten days. “You busy?”
“Me? Of course not. I just finished neutering a dachshund. Another day in paradise.”
“Oh. What exactly do you—no, never mind, I don’t think I want to know. How’s my baby?”
“I’m just fine, and how are you?”
“I meant Bee. Is she all right?”
“Usurped by puppy breath.” He let out a weighty sigh for form. “She’s enjoying herself. I’m sure she’ll tell you all about her first day at work later.”
“I’m having a first day at work, too. Sort of.” Faith studied, with a surprising sense of satisfaction, the glass displays she’d polished to a sparkle. “What time do you think you’re going to be done over there?”
“I should be wrapped up by five-thirty. What did you have in mind?”
“I have Cade’s convertible, and I was thinking how it would be if we took us a long drive. It’s so hot and sticky. I’m not wearing a thing but that red dress.” With a sly smile on her face, she twirled a lock of hair around her finger. “You remember my red dress, don’t you, honey?”
There was a long, long pause. “You’re trying to kill me.”
Her laugh was low and satisfied. “I’m just trying to be sure, since we’ve been spending a lot of time lately having conversations and so forth, that a certain part of our relationship isn’t neglected.”
“I can get behind that.”
“Then why don’t we take that drive. We could find us a cheap motel and play traveling salesman.”
“What are you selling?”
This time her laugh was long and robust. “Oh honey, just trust me. The price is going to be right.”
“Then I’m buying. We’d have to drive back late tonight or early tomorrow morning. I have appointments.”
“That’ll be fine.” She was getting used to this making-plans business. “Wade?”
“Yeah?”
“You remember how you said you were in love with me?”
“I seem to recollect something of the sort.”
“Well, I think I love you back. And you know what? It doesn’t feel half bad.”
There was another long pause. “I think I can get out of here by five-fifteen.”
“I’ll pick you up.” She hung up and danced around the counter. “Tory, come on out of there. Might as well be in jail,” she stated, as she pulled open the door.
Tory merely looked up from her inventory list. “You’ve never actually had a job, have you?”
“What would I want one of those for? I have an inheritance.”
“Fulfillment, self-satisfaction, the pleasure of completing a task.”
“All right, I’ll work with you.”
“Have they built a ski lift in hell?”
“No, really, it might be fun. But we’ll talk about that later. Now, you have to come along with me. I’ve got to run home and get some things together.”
“Go ahead.”
“Where I go, you go. I promised Cade. And we’ve played here, your way for…” She checked her watch, rolled her eyes. “Almost four hours.”
“I haven’t finished here.”
“Well, I have. And if we stay here the rest of the day, those FBI people might come back.”
“All right.” Tory tossed down her pencil. “But I promised my grandmother I’d be at my uncle’s by five.”
“That’s perfect. I’ll drop you off there before I pick up Wade. Grab us a couple of Cokes, honey. I’m just parched.” Faith breezed out to freshen her lipstick in one of Tory’s decorative mirrors.
“Since when do you have a reflection?” Tory asked, sweetly, as she brought out the bottles.
Unoffended, Faith slipped the top on the lipstick tube and dropped it in her purse. “You’re just cross because you’ve been holed up in your cave all day. You’re going to thank me when we get out on the road and I open up that beauty of Cade’s. Get some wind in your hair, it might actually have a little style.”
“There’s nothing wrong with my hair.”
“Not a thing. If you want to look like an old-maid librarian.”
“That’s a ridiculous cliché, and an insult to an entire profession.”
Faith stood another moment at the mirror, fluffed her own sleek blond mane. “Have you seen Miss Matilda down at Progress Library lately?”
Despite her best intentions, Tory’s lips quivered. “Oh, shut up,” she suggested, and shoved the Coke bottle into Faith’s hands.
“That’s what I like about you. Always the snappy comeback.” She gave her hair a toss, then started to leave. “Well, come on.”
“You changed things.” Tory scanned the shelves, the cases, noted the small shifts in stock.
Snappy comebacks, Faith thought. And an eye like a damn hawk. “So?”
She wanted to complain, nearly did on principle. But honesty got the better of her. “It’s not bad.”
“Excuse me. I’m so overwhelmed with flattery I feel a little faint.”
“In that case, I’ll drive.”
“The hell you will.” Laughing, Faith danced out the door.
As she followed, locked up, Tory realized she was enjoying herself. Dealing with Faith made it impossible to brood. The idea of a fast ride in an open car held a great deal of appeal. She’d focus on that, just that, and worry about the rest later.
“Fasten your seat belt,” she ordered, as she slid into the passenger seat.
“Oh, right. The air’s so thick you could chew it.”
Faith clicked her belt on, took out her sunglasses, then turned the key. Gunning the engine, she gave Tory a mischievous grin. “Now for some mood music.” She punched the CD button, flipping through until Pete Seeger wailed out about rock-and-roll. “Ah, classical. Perfect. We’re about to see what you’re made of, Victoria.”
Deliberately Tory took out her own sunglasses, slipped them on. “Stern stuff.”
“Good.” Faith waited for a break in traffic, then shot away from the curb in a screaming U-turn. She nipped through the light at the square seconds before it turned red.
“You’re going to get a ticket before you get out of town.”
“Oh, I bet the FBI’s keeping our locals plenty busy. Jesus! Don’t you just love this car?”
“Why don’t you buy one of your own?”
“Then I’d miss the fun of nagging Cade to death about borrowing it.”
She crossed the town limits, and poured it on.
The wind whipped over Tory’s face, tore at her hair, and thrilled her blood. An adventure, she thought as they streamed around turns. Foolishness. It had been a long, long time since she indulged in simple idiocy.
Speed. Hope had loved going fast, riding her bike like it was a stallion, or a rocket ship. Daring the devil as she threw her arms high in the air and gave herself to the moment.
Tory did the same now, throwing her head back and letting the speed and the music pour over her.
The smells were summer, and summer was childhood. Hot tar melting under the searing sun, still water going ripe in the heat.
She could race through the fields when the cotton had burst from its bolls and pretend she was an explorer on an alien planet. Do cartwheels across the road and feel the tar go soft under her palms. Into the marsh that was any world she wanted it to be. Running there, running with the ground spongy under her feet, with the moss tumbling down and mosquitoes singing for blood.
Running. Running away with her heart pounding and a scream trapped in her throat. Running—
“There’s Cade.”
“What?” Tory jerked back, light-headed, clammy, her eyes wide and nearly blind as she swiveled her head.
“There.” Carelessly Faith gestured toward the field where two men stood in a sea of green cotton. She gave the horn a cheerful toot, waved, and laughed. “Oh, he’s cursing us now, giving Piney an earful about his crazy, irresponsible sister. Don’t you worry,” she added smugly. “He’ll just figure I’m trying to corrupt you.”
“I’m all right.” Tory forced herself to breathe in, breathe out. “I’m fine.”
Faith gave her a longer, more considering look. “Sure you are. You sure go pale though. Why don’t you—oh shit.”
The rabbit darted across the road, a brown streak of confusion. Instinctively Faith hit the brakes, swerved. The car fishtailed, squealed, and under her firm hands found its balance again.
“I just can’t stand hitting anything. Though God knows why they run out like that. Seems they wait for a car to come along, and …” She trailed off as she looked at Tory again. The snicker escaped before she cleared her throat and slowed down. “Uh oh.”
Saying nothing, Tory looked down. Most of the Coke that had been in the bottle was now splattered all over her shirt. With two fingertips she pulled it away from her skin and slanted her gaze to Faith.
“Well, gee whiz, I couldn’t run down the little bunny, could I?”
“Just do me a favor and get me home so I can change, okay?”
Tapping her fingers on the wheel, Faith swung into Tory’s lane, kicking dust and gravel into the air as she braked.
Laughing, but cautious, Faith hopped out of the car. “I’ll run some cold water over that shirt while you clean up. Shame to ruin it, even if it is deadly ordinary.”
“Classic.”
“You keep believing that.” Pleased with the diversion, Faith strolled up the steps. “You take your time straightening yourself up,” she said, as Tory pulled open the door. “You need it more than I do.”
“I don’t suppose it takes long to look ready to hop in the next available bed.”
Grinning, Faith followed her into the bedroom, then making herself at home, she opened Tory’s closet and poked through. “Hey, some of this stuff’s not half bad.”
“Get your fingers out of my clothes.”
“This is a good color for me.” She pulled out a silk blouse in a deep, dusky blue, then turned to the mirror. “Brings out my eyes.”
Stripped down to her bra, Tory snatched the blouse and shoved the damp shirt at Faith. “Go make yourself useful.”
Faith rolled her eyes, but headed out to rinse the shirt in the bathroom sink. “If you’re not wearing it in the next few days, you could lend it to me. I was thinking Wade and I could have an evening at home tomorrow night. If things go as they’re supposed to, I wouldn’t have it on that long anyhow.”
“Then it doesn’t matter what you wear.”
“A statement like that just proves you need me.” Faith splashed the shirt around in the bowl. “What a woman wears is directly related to how she wants a man to respond.”
Tory reached in her closet for a white camp shirt, frowned, then eyed the silk blouse. Well, why not?
Tory buttoned the blouse and walked to the mirror to brush out her hair. It needed to be tamed and tied back, she told herself. She was going to comfort her grandmother, to do what she could to help hold what was left of her family together. It wasn’t the time for the frivolous or the selfish now. Though God, she’d needed just that, and wouldn’t forget that Faith had provided it.
Lifting her arms, she began to work her hair into a braid. The repetitive motion, the hum of the ceiling fan lulled her until her eyes were half closed and she was smiling dreamily into the mirror.
She saw the rabbit dart out into the road. A panicked brown streak. Running. Fleeing from the scent of man.
Someone was coming. Someone was watching.
Her arms froze over her head, and the panic tripped her heart. The air went thick, heavy, edged with the faintest taste of stale whiskey.
She scented him, prey to hunter.
In one leap she was at the nightstand, and the gun Cade had given her was in her hand. There was a whimper in the back of her throat, but she closed it off. All that came out was the ragged panting of fear. She rushed from the room just as Faith wandered out of the bathroom.
“I left it soaking. You can wring it out when—” She saw the gun first, then Tory’s face. “Oh God” was all she managed before Tory grabbed her arm.
“Listen to me, don’t ask questions. There isn’t much time. Go out the front, hurry. Get in the car and go for help. Get help. I’ll stop him if I can.”
“Come on with me. Come on now.”
“No.” Tory broke away, swung toward the kitchen. “He’s coming. Go!”
She ran toward the back of the house to give Faith time to escape. And to face her father.
He kicked in the back door, lurched through. His clothes were filthy, his face and arms raw with scratches and the swollen bites of greedy insects. He swayed a little, but his eyes stayed steady on his daughter’s face. He had an empty bottle in one hand, and a gun in the other.
“I’ve been waiting for you.”
Tory tightened her grip on the revolver. “I know.”
“Where’s that Lavelle bitch?”
Gone. Safe. “There’s no one here but me.”
“Lying little whore. You don’t take two steps without that rich man’s brat. I wanna talk to her.” He grinned. “I wanna talk to both of you.”
“Hope’s dead. There’s just me now.”
“That’s right, that’s right.” He lifted the bottle, then realizing it was empty, heaved it against the wall where it shattered like gunshots. “Got herself killed. Asked for it. Both of you asked for everything you got. Lying and sneaking. Touching each other in unholy ways.”
“There was nothing but innocence between me and Hope.” Tory strained her ears for the panther roar of Cade’s engine, but heard nothing.
“You think I didn’t know?” He gestured wildly with the gun, but she didn’t flinch. “You think I didn’t see you, swimming naked, floating in the water, splashing in it so it ran down your bodies.”
It sickened her that he could twist a simple childhood memory into the profane. “We were eight years old. But you weren’t. The sin was in you. It always was. No, you stay back.” She lifted the gun now, and the trembling ran from her shoulder to her fingertips. “You won’t lay a hand on me again. Or anyone else. Didn’t Mama give you enough money this time? Didn’t she move fast enough? Is that why you did it?”
“I never raised my hand to your mother unless she needed it. God made man head of the house. Put that down and get me a drink.”
“The police are on their way by now. They’ve been looking for you. For Hope, for Mama, for all the others.” The gun jerked in her hand as he came forward. In her mind there was the hiss and snap of a Sam Browne belt.
“You come near me, and we won’t wait for them. I’ll end it now.”
“You think you worry me. You never had a lick of gumption.”
“Nobody’s ever said that about me.” Faith stepped up behind Tory. The little gun gleamed in her hand. “If she won’t shoot you, I promise I will.”
“You said she was dead. You said she was dead.” He was a big man with a long reach. In panic as much as fury he lunged, knocking Tory hard against the wall. A gunshot rang out, and the smell of blood drenched her senses.
She stumbled back against Faith as her father howled and stormed out the broken doorway.
“I told you to go.” Teeth chattering, Tory went down to her knees.
“Well, I didn’t listen, did I?” Because her vision was going gray, Faith braced against the wall and shook her head fiercely. “I used Cade’s car phone to call the police.”
“You came back.”
“Yeah.” Blowing little panting breaths, Faith bent over from the waist to try to get some blood back in her head. “You wouldn’t have left me.”
“There was blood. I smelled blood.” Instantly Tory was on her feet, jerking Faith upright again. “Are you shot? Did he shoot you?”
“No. It was you. You shot him. Tory, snap out of it.”
Tory stared down at her own hand. The gun was still in it, shaking as if it were alive. With a little gasp of shock she dropped it clattering to the floor. “I shot him?”
“Your gun went off when he shoved you. I think. God, it happened fast. There was blood on his shirt, I’m sure of that much, and I didn’t fire. I think I’m going to be sick. I hate being sick. Sirens.” Hearing them, Faith rested her back against the wall. “Oh, thank God.”
Then she heard the roar of an engine, and shoved away from the wall. “Oh no. Oh Jesus. Cade’s car. I left the keys in the car.”
Before Tory could stop her, she was darting toward the front door. They burst out together in time to see the car squeal onto the road.
“Cade’s going to kill me.”
Tory drew in a breath like a sob, but when it came out it was laughter. Edging toward hysteria, but laughter. “We just chased off a madman, and you’re worried about your big brother. Only you.”
“Well, Cade can be pretty fierce.” As much to comfort as to support herself, Faith draped an arm around Tory’s shoulder. Tory let her head droop, closed her eyes.
The scream of sirens battered her ears. She saw hands on the wheel of the car. Her father’s hands, scored deep with scratches. She felt the speed, the dance of the tires as the car was whipped around.
Coming back, pushing for speed. The radio blaring hot rock. Lights whirling. You see them in the rearview mirror as your eyes dart up. Panic, outrage, hate. They’re getting closer.
Your arm burns from the bullet and the blood drips.
But you’ll get away. God’s on your side. He left the car for you. Fast. Faster.
A test. It’s just another test. You’ll get away. Have to get away. But you’ll come back for her. Oh, you’ll come back and you’ll make her pay.
Hands slicked with blood. The wheel spins out of your grip. The world rushes at you, shapes tumbling.
Screaming. Is that you screaming?
“Tory! For God’s sake, Tory. Stop it. Wake up.”
She came back facedown on the shoulder of the road, her body jerking, screams ripping through her head.
“Don’t do this. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”
“I’m all right.” Painfully, Tory rolled over, shielded her eyes with her arm. “I just need a minute.”
“All right? You went tearing out to the road when they drove by. I was afraid you were going to run right out in front of them. Then your eyes rolled back in your head and you went down.” Faith dropped her head in her hands. “This is too much for me. This is just more than enough.”
“It’s all right. It’s over. He’s dead.”
“I think I figured that part out. Look.” She pointed down the road. The flames and smoke pillared up, and the sun bounced off the chrome and glass of the police cars circled in the distance.
“I heard the crash, then a kind of explosion.”
“A fiery death,” Tory murmured. “I wished it on him.”
“He wished it on himself. I want Wade. Oh my God, I want Wade.”
“We’ll get someone to call him.” Steadier, Tory got to her feet, held out a hand for Faith. “We’ll go down and ask someone to call him.”
“Okay. I feel a little drunk.”
“Me too. We’ll just hold on to each other.”
Arms wrapped around each other’s waists, they started down the road. The heat bounced off the asphalt, shimmered on the air. Through the waves of it, Tory saw the fire, the spin of lights, the dull beige of the government car with the FBI agents beside it.
“Do you see where he crashed?” Tory murmured. “Just across from where Hope … just on the bend of the road across from Hope.”
She heard the car coming behind them, stopped, turned.
Cade leaped out, raced forward to wrap his arms around both of them. “You’re all right. You’re all right. I heard the sirens, then saw the fire. Oh God, I thought…”
“He didn’t hurt us.” Cade’s scent was there, sweat and man. Hers. Tory let it fill her. “He’s dead. I felt him die.”
“Ssh. Don’t. I’m going to get you home, both of you.”
“I want Wade.”
He pressed his lips to the top of Faith’s head. “We’ll get him, honey. Come on with me. Hold on to me for now.”
“He took your car, Cade.” Faith kept her eyes shut, her face pressed against her brother’s chest. “I’m sorry.”
Cade only shook his head, held her tighter. “Don’t think about it. Everything’s going to be all right.”
Clinging to control by a thread, he helped them into the car. As he drove forward, Agent Williams stepped out in the road, signaled.
“Miss Bodeen. Can you verify that’s your father?” She gestured toward the wreck. “That Hannibal Bodeen was driving that vehicle?”
“Yes. He’s dead.”
“I need to ask you a few questions.”
“Not here, not now.” Cade shoved the truck back in first gear. “You come to Beaux Reves when you’re done out here. I’m taking them home.”
“All right.” Williams looked past him, toward Tory. “Are you injured?”
“Not anymore.”
Her mind went dull for a while. She was aware, in a secondary way, of Cade taking her into the house, leading her up the stairs. She drifted a little further away when he laid her on a bed.
After a while, there was something cool on her face. She opened her eyes, looked into his.
“I’m all right. Just a little tired.”
“I got one of Faith’s nightgowns. You’ll feel better once we get it on you.”
“No.” She sat up, put her arms around him. “Now I feel better.”
He stroked her hair gently. Then his grip vised around her, and he buried his face in her hair. “I need a minute.”
“Me too. Probably a lot of minutes. Don’t let go.”
“I won’t. I can’t. I saw y’all go by. Faith driving like a maniac. I was going to blister her good for it.”
“She did it on purpose. She loves to agitate you.”
“She did, plenty. I stalked back over the fields, vowing to pay her back for it, with Piney walking along with me grinning like an idiot. Then I heard the shot. Liked to stop my heart. I started running, but I was still a good piece from the road and the car when the police went by. I saw the explosion. I thought I’d lost you.” He began to rock her. “I thought I’d lost you, Tory.”
“I was in the car with him, in my mind. I think I wanted to be so I’d know the exact moment it was over.”
“He can’t ever touch you again.”
“No. He can’t touch any of us again.” She rested her head on the strong curve of his shoulder. “Where’s Faith?”
“She’s downstairs. Wade’s here. She can’t keep still.” He leaned back, let his gaze roam her face. “She’ll rev until she falls down, and he’ll be there for her.”
“She stayed with me. Just like you asked her to.” She let out a sigh. “I have to go to my grandmother.”
“She’s coming here. I called her. This is your home now, Tory. We’ll get your things from the Marsh House later.”
“That sounds like a very good idea.”
Dusk had fallen when she walked the gardens with her grandmother. “I wish you’d stay here with us, Gran, you and Cecil.”
“J.R. needs me. He lost a sister, one he wasn’t able to save from herself. I lost a child.” Her voice cracked. “I lost her long ago. Still, no matter how you deny it, there’s always that stubborn hope that you’ll get it all back, put it right. Now that’s gone.”
“I don’t know what to do for you.”
“You’re doing it. You’re alive, and you’re happy.” She clung to Tory’s hand. She couldn’t seem to stop holding, stop touching.
“We all have to make our peace with this, in our own way.” Iris drew in a steadying breath. “I’m going to bury her here, in Progress. I think that’s the way it should be. She had some happy years here, and, well, J.R. wants it. I don’t want a church service. I’m holding against him on that. We’ll bury her day after tomorrow, in the morning. If J.R. wants it, his minister can say a few words at the grave site. I won’t blame you, Tory, if you choose not to come.”
“Of course I’ll come.”
“I’m glad.” Iris lowered to a bench. The fireflies were out, bumping their lights against the dark. “Funerals are for the living, to help close a gap. You’ll be better for it.” She drew Tory down beside her. “I’m feeling my age, honey-pot.”
“Don’t say that.”
“Oh, it’ll pass. I won’t tolerate otherwise. But tonight, I’m feeling old and tired. They say a parent isn’t meant to outlive the child, but nature, and fate, they decide what’s meant. We just live with it. We’ll all live with this, Tory. I want to know you’re going to take what’s in front of you with both hands and hold it tight.”
“I am. I will. Hope’s sister knows how to do that. I’m taking lessons.”
“I always liked that girl. She mean to marry my Wade?”
“I think he means to marry her, and he’s going to let her think it was her idea.”
“Clever boy. And a steady one. He’ll keep her in line without bruising her wings. I’m going to see both my grandchildren happy. That’s what I’m holding on to tight, Tory.”
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Wade fought with the knot of his tie. He hated the damned things. Every time he put one on, it brought a flashback of his mother, wearing an Easter hat that looked like an overturned bowl of flowers, strangling him into a bright blue tie to match his much hated bright blue suit.
He’d been six, and figured it had traumatized him for life.
You wore ties for weddings, and you wore ties for funerals. There was no getting around it, even if you were lucky enough to have a profession that didn’t require a goddamn noose around your neck every day of the week.
They were burying his aunt in an hour. There was no getting around that, either.
It was raining, a thundering bitch of a storm. Funerals demanded lousy weather, he figured, just like they demanded ties and black crepe and overly sweet-scented flowers.
He’d have given a year of his life to have crawled back in bed, pulled the covers over his head, and let the entire mess happen without him.
“Maxine said she’ll be glad to look after the dogs,” Faith announced. She walked in, dressed in the most dignified black dress she could find in her closet. “Wade, what have you done to that tie?”
“I tied it. That’s what you do with ties.”
“Mauled it’s more like. Here, let me see what I can do.” She plucked at it, tugged, twisted.
“Don’t fuss. It doesn’t matter.”
“Not if you want to go out looking like you’ve got a black goiter under your chin. My great-aunt Harriet had goiters, and they were not attractive. Just hold still a minute, I’ve nearly got it.”
“Just let it be, Faith.” He turned away from her to pick up his suit jacket. “I want you to stay here. There’s no point in your going out in this, or in both of us being wet and miserable for the next couple of hours. You’ve been through enough as it is.”
She set down the purse she’d just picked up. “You don’t want me with you?”
“You should go on home.”
She glanced at him, then around the room. Her perfume was on his dresser, her robe on the hook behind the door. “Funny, here I was thinking that’s just where I was. Is that my mistake?”
He took his wallet off the dresser, stuffed it in his back pocket, scooped up the loose change. “My aunt’s funeral is the last place you should be.”
“That doesn’t answer my question, but I’ll pose another. Why is your aunt’s funeral the last place I should be?”
“For Christ’s sake, Faith, put it together. My aunt was married to the man who killed your sister, and who might have killed you just two days ago. If you’ve forgotten that, I haven’t.”
“No, I haven’t forgotten it.” She turned to the mirror and to keep her hands busy picked up her brush. With every appearance of calm, she ran it over her hair. “You know, a lot of people, probably most, believe I don’t have much more sense than a turnip green. That I’m flighty and foolish and too shallow to stick to anything for longer than it takes to file my nails. That’s all right.”
She set the brush down, picked up her bottle of perfume and dabbed scent on her collarbone. “That’s all right,” she repeated. “For most people. But the funny thing is, I expect you to think better of me. I expect you to think better of me than I do myself.”
“I think considerable of you.”
“Do you, Wade?” Her eyes shifted and met his in the mirror. “Do you really? And at the same time you think you can put on that irritable attitude and buzz me off today. Maybe I should just go get my hair done while you’re at your aunt’s funeral. Then the next time you have to deal with something difficult or uncomfortable, I’ll go shopping. And the time after that,” she continued, her voice rising, hardening, “I’ll just have moved on anyway so it won’t be an issue.”
“This is different, Faith.”
“I thought it was.” She set the bottle down, turned. “I hoped it was. But if you don’t want me with you today, if you don’t think I want to be with you today, or have the belly for it, then this is no different than what I’ve already done. I’m not interested in repeating myself.”
Emotion stormed into his eyes, raged through him until his hands were fists. “I hate this. I hate seeing my father torn to pieces this way. I hate knowing your family’s been ripped again, and that mine had a part in it. I hate knowing you were in the same room with Bodeen, imagining what could have happened.”
“That’s good, because I hate all those things, too. And I’ll tell you something maybe you don’t know. As soon as it was over that day, as soon as I started thinking again, I wanted you. You were the one person I needed with me. I knew you’d take care of me, and hold on to me, and everything would be all right. If you don’t need the same from me, then I won’t let myself need you, either. I’m selfish enough to stop. I’ll go with you today, and stand with you and try to be some comfort to you. Or I’ll go back to Beaux Reves and start working on getting over you.”
“You could do it, too,” he said quietly. “Why is it I admire that? Flighty? Foolish?” He shook his head as he walked to her. “You’re the strongest woman I know. Stay with me.” He lowered his forehead to hers. “Stay with me.”
“That’s my plan.” She slipped her arms around him, ran her hands up and down his back. “I want to be there for you. That’s new for me. It’s your own fault. You just kept at me till I was in love with you. First time I haven’t aimed and shot first. I kinda like it.”
She held him, felt him lean on her. She liked that, too, she realized. No one had ever leaned on her before. “Now, come on.” She spoke briskly, kissed his cheek. “We’ll be late, and funerals aren’t the kind of occasions where you make grand entrances.”
He had to laugh. “Right. Got an umbrella?”
“Of course not.”
“Of course not. Let me get one.”
When he went to the closet to root around, she angled her head and studied him with a faint smile. “Wade, when we get engaged, will you buy me a sapphire instead of a diamond?”
His hand closed over the handle of the umbrella, then simply froze there. “Are we getting engaged?”
“A nice one, not too big or gaudy, mind. Square cut. That first moron I was married to didn’t even get me a ring, and the second got me the tackiest diamond.”
She picked up the black straw hat she’d tossed on the bed and walked to the mirror to set it on her head at an appropriately dignified angle. “Might as well have been a big hunk of glass for all the style it had. I sold it after the divorce and had a lovely two weeks at a fancy spa on the proceeds. So what I’d like is a square-cut sapphire.”
He took the umbrella down, stepped back out of the closet. “Are you proposing, Faith?”
“Certainly not.” She tipped back her head to look down her nose. “And don’t think because I’m giving you some inclination of my response it gets you out of asking. I expect you to follow tradition, all the way down on one knee. With,” she added, “a square-cut sapphire in your hand.”
“I’ll make a note of it.”
“Fine, you do that little thing.” She held out a hand. “Ready?”
“I used to think I was.” He took her hand, laced his fingers firmly with hers. “No one’s ever ready for you.”
They buried her mother in rain that pelted the ground like bullets while lightning ripped and clawed at the eastern sky. Violence, Tory thought. Her mother had lived with it, died from it, and even now, it seemed, drew it to her.
She didn’t listen to the minister, though she was sure his words were meant to comfort. She felt too detached to need it, and couldn’t be sorry for it. She’d never known the woman inside the flower-draped box. Never understood her, never depended on her. If Tory had grief, it was for the lack she’d lived with all her life.
She watched the rain beat against the casket, listened to it hammer on the umbrellas. And waited for it to be over.
More had come than she’d expected, and stood in a small dark circle in the gloom. She and her uncle flanked her grandmother, with the sturdy Cecil just behind them. And Cade stood beside her.
Boots, bless her easy heart, wept quietly between her husband and son.
Heads were bowed as prayers were read, but Faith’s lifted, and her eyes met Tory’s. And there was comfort, so unexpected, from someone who understood.
Dwight had come, as mayor, Tory supposed. And as Wade’s friend. He stood a little apart, looking solemn and respectful. She imagined he’d be glad to be done with this duty and get back to Lissy.
There was Lilah, steady as a rock, eyes dry as she silently mouthed the prayers with the minister.
And oddly, Cade’s aunt Rosie, in full black, complete with hat and veil. It had caught everyone off guard when she’d arrived, with a trunk, the night before.
Margaret was staying temporarily at her place, she’d announced. Which meant Rosie had immediately packed to stay temporarily elsewhere.
She’d offered Tory her mother’s wedding dress, gone yellow as butter with age and smelling strongly of mothballs. Then had put it on herself and worn it the rest of the evening.
When the casket was lowered into the fresh grave, and the minister closed his book, J.R. stepped forward. “She had a harder life than she needed to.” He cleared his throat. “And a harder death than she deserved. She’s at peace now. When she was a little girl, she liked yellow daisies best.” He kissed the one he held in his hand, then dropped it into the grave.
And turned away, to his wife.
“He’d have done more for her,” Iris said, “if she’d let him. I’m going to visit Jimmy awhile,” she told Tory. “Then we’ll be going home.” She took Tory’s shoulders, kissed her cheeks. “I’m happy for you, Tory. And proud. Kincade, you take care of my little girl.”
“Yes, ma’am. I hope you’ll come and stay with us, both of you, when you come back to Progress.”
Cecil bent down to touch his lips to Tory’s cheek. “I’ll look after her,” he whispered. “Don’t you worry.”
“I won’t.” She turned, knowing she was expected to receive condolences. Rosie was right there, her eyes bird-bright behind her veil. “It was a proper service. Dignified and brief. It reflects well on you.”
“Thank you, Miss Rosie.”
“We can’t choose our blood, but we can choose what to do with it, what to do about it.” She tipped up her face, looked at her nephew. “You’ve chosen well. Margaret will come around, or she won’t, but that’s not for you to worry about. I’m going to talk to Iris, find out who that big, strapping man is she’s got with her.”
She plowed through the wet in a two-thousand-dollar Chanel suit, and Birkenstocks.
Struggling against twin urges to laugh and weep, Tory laid a hand on Cade’s arm. “Go take her your umbrella. I’ll be fine.”
“I’ll be right back.”
“Tory, I’m very sorry.” Dwight held out a hand, and clasping hers, kissed her cheek even as he shifted his umbrella to shield her from the rain. “Lissy wanted to come, but I made her stay home.”
“I’m glad you did. It wouldn’t be good for her to be out in this weather today. It was kind of you to come, Dwight.”
“We’ve known each other a long time. And Wade, he’s one of my two closest friends. Tory, is there anything I can do for you?”
“No, but thank you. I’m going to walk over and visit Hope’s grave before I leave. You should go on back to Lissy.”
“I will. Take this.” He brought her hand up to the handle of the umbrella.
“No, I’ll be fine.”
“Take it,” he insisted. “And don’t stay out in the wet too long.”
He left her to walk back to Wade.
Grateful for the shelter, Tory turned away from her mother’s grave to walk through the grass, through the stones, to Hope’s.
Rain ran down the angel’s face like tears and beat at the fairy roses. Inside the globe, the winged horse flew.
“It’s all over now. It doesn’t feel settled yet,” Tory said with a sigh. “I have this heaviness inside me. Well, it’s so much to take in at once. I wish I could … there are too many things to wish for.”
“I never bring flowers here,” Faith said from behind her. “I don’t know why.”
“She has the roses.”
“That’s not it. They’re not my roses, not mine to bring her.”
Tory looked behind her, then shifted so they were standing together. “I can’t feel her here. Maybe you can’t, either.”
“I don’t want to go in the ground when my time comes. I want my ashes spread somewhere. The sea, I think, as that’s where I plan to have Wade ask me to marry him. By the sea. She might have felt the same, only hers would have been for the river, or near it in the marsh. That was her place.”
“Yes, it was. It is.” It seemed important, and natural, to reach out a hand and clasp Faith’s. “There are flowers at Beaux Reves, that was her place, too. I could cut some when the storm passes, take them to the marsh. To the river. Put them there for Hope. Maybe it would be the right way, laying flowers on the water instead of letting them die on the ground. Would you do that with me?”
“I hated sharing her with you.” Faith paused, closed her eyes. “Now I don’t. It’ll be clear this afternoon. I’ll tell Wade.” She started to walk away, stopped. “Tory, if you get there first—”
“I’ll wait for you.”
Tory watched her go, looked back over the gentle slope, the curtaining rain, the gathering ground fog. There was her grandmother with Cecil strong at her back, Rosie in her veil and Lilah holding an umbrella over her.
J.R. and Boots still by the grave of the sister he had loved more than he might have realized.
And there was Cade, with his friends, waiting.
As she walked to him, the rain began to thin and the first hint of sun shimmered watery light through the gloom.
“You understand why I want to do this?”
“I understand you want to.”
Tory smiled a little as she shook rain from the spears of lavender she’d cut. “And you’re annoyed, just a little, that I’m not asking you to come with me.”
“A little. It’s counterbalanced by the fact that you and Faith are becoming friends. And all of that is overpowered by the sheer terror of knowing I’m going to be at Aunt Rosie’s mercy until you return. She has a gift for me, and I’ve seen it. It’s a moldy top hat, which she expects I will wear for our wedding.”
“It’ll go well with the moth-eaten dress she’s giving me. I tell you what. You wear the hat, I’ll wear the dress, and we’ll have Lilah take our picture. We’ll put it in a nice frame for Miss Rosie, then we’ll pack them away someplace dark and safe before the wedding.”
“That’s brilliant. I’m marrying a very wise woman. But we’ll have to take the picture tonight. We’re getting married tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow? But—”
“Here,” he said, as he turned her into his arm. “Quietly, in the garden. I’ve taken care of most of the details, and will get to the rest this afternoon.”
“But my grandmother—”
“I spoke with her. She and Cecil will be staying another night. They’ll be here.”
“I haven’t had time to buy a dress or—”
“Your grandmother mentioned that, and hoped you’d be receptive to wearing the one she wore when she married your grandfather. She’s running up to Florence to get it this afternoon. She said it would mean a lot to her.”
“Thought of everything, didn’t you?”
“Yes. Do you have a problem with that?”
“We’re going to have lots of problems with that over the next fifty or sixty years, but just now? No.”
“Good. Lilah’s baking a cake. J.R.’s bringing a case of champagne. The idea brightened him considerably.”
“Thank you.”
“Since you’re grateful, I’ll just add, Aunt Rosie plans to sing.”
“Don’t tell me.” She drew back. “Let’s not spoil the moment. Well, since everyone has approved the schedule and the details, who am I to object? Have you arranged for the honeymoon, too?” She saw him wince and rolled her eyes. “Cade, really.”
“You’re not going to argue about a trip to Paris, are you? Of course not.” He gave her a quick kiss before she could. “You might want to close the shop for a few days, but Boots really liked the idea of running it for you, and Faith had some ideas.”
“Oh God.”
“But that’s up to you.”
“Thank you very much.” She pushed a hand through her hair. “My head’s spinning. We’ll discuss all this when I get back.”
“Sure. I’m flexible.”
“The hell you are,” she muttered. “You just pretend to be.” She shifted the basket of flowers, handed him the shears. “Don’t start naming the children while I’m gone.”
Exasperating man, she thought, as she slid into her car and set the basket of flowers on the seat. Planning their wedding behind her back. Planning exactly the sort of wedding she wanted, too.
How irritating, and how lovely, to be known that well.
So why wasn’t she relaxed? As she turned onto the road, she shifted her shoulders. She just couldn’t quite break through the tension. Understandable, she reminded herself. She’d been through a hideous ordeal. She couldn’t imagine getting married within twenty-four hours with so much still tied up inside her.
But she wanted to begin. She wanted to close this door and open the next. She glanced at the flowers beside her. Maybe she was about to.
She pulled off onto the side of the road, where Hope had once parked her bike. And climbing out, she crossed the little bridge where tiger lilies burst into storybook bloom, then took the path she knew her friend had taken that night.
Hope Lavelle, girl spy.
The rain had turned to steam, and the steam rose out of the ground in curling fingers that broke apart, then twined together again around her ankles. The air was thick with wet, with green, with rot. Mysteries waiting to be solved.
As she approached the clearing, she wished she’d thought to bring some wood. Everything would be too damp to start a fire, and perhaps it was foolish to want to in all the heat. But she wished she’d thought of it, and could have laid one, the way Hope had.
Just thinking of it, remembering it, she caught a drift of smoke.
There was the fire, small and carefully built to burn low, a little circle of flame with long, sharpened sticks beside it waiting for marshmallows.
She blinked once, to clear the vision. But the fire simmered, and the smoke puffed sluggishly in the mist. Dazed, Tory stepped into the clearing, the basket tipping to spill out flowers at her feet.
“Hope?” She pressed a hand to her heart, almost to make sure it continued to beat. But the marble child who’d been her friend stood in her pool of flowers and said nothing.
With a trembling hand, she picked up one of the sticks and saw that the cuts to sharpen it were fresh.
Not a dream, not a flashback. But here and now. Real.
Not Hope. Never again Hope.
The pressure rose up in her, a hot gush of fear, and of knowledge.
In the brush came a rustling, wet and sly.
She whirled toward it. Password. She thought it, heard it sound in her head. But she wasn’t Hope. She wasn’t eight. And dear God, it wasn’t over after all.
Cade was in the garden deciding where they should set up tables for the wedding reception when Chief Russ pulled in.
“Glad you’re here. I just got news I thought you should know.”
“Come on inside where it’s cool.”
“No, I gotta get back, but I wanted to tell you in person. We got ballistic reports on Sarabeth Bodeen. The gun she was killed with wasn’t the same one Bodeen had with him. Not even the same caliber.”
Cade felt one quick knock of dread. “I’m not sure I understand.”
“Turns out the one Bodeen had when he broke in on Tory and your sister was stolen from a house about fifteen miles south of here, on the morning Tory’s mother was killed. House was broken into between nine and ten A.M. that same day.”
“How can that be?”
“Only way it could be is if Bodeen spouted wings and flew down here from Darlington County or if somebody else put those bullets in Miz Bodeen.”
Carl D. cupped a hand over his chin, rubbed it hard. His eyes burned with fatigue. “I’ve been in touch with those federals, and I’m piecing it together. The phone records show Miz Bodeen got a call just after two that morning, from the pay phone outside the Winn-Dixie north of town here. Now, we were figuring that would’ve been Bodeen calling her from here, telling her he was coming for her. That’s fine as far as it goes. But it don’t fit when you add the rest.”
“It had to be Bodeen calling her. Why else would she have packed up?”
“I can’t say. But you’ve got him calling from here at ‘round about two in the morning, getting up there, doing the shooting between five and five-thirty, then heading back here and moving south another fifteen miles, breaking into a house and stealing a gun, a bottle, and some leftover supper. Now, why would the man be zigzagging back and forth thataway?”
“He was crazy.”
“I won’t argue with that, but being crazy doesn’t make him able to all but break land and speed records in one morning. ‘Specially since it doesn’t look like he had any kind of vehicle. Now, I’m not saying it couldn’t be done. I’m saying it don’t make sense.”
“What kind of sense does it make otherwise? Who else would have killed Tory’s mother?”
“I can’t answer that. I gotta work with facts here. He had the wrong gun, we got nothing to show the man had a car. Now, could be we’ll find one yet, and the gun that he used on his wife. That could be.”
He took his handkerchief out of his pocket, wiped the back of his neck. “But it appears to me, if Bodeen didn’t do those murders up in Darlington County, maybe he didn’t kill anyone. That means whoever did is still walking free. I was hoping to have a talk with Tory.”
“She’s not here. She’s—” White hot fear burned through his belly. “She’s gone to Hope.”
Tory opened herself, tried to feel him, gauge him. But all she saw was dark. Cold, blank dark. The rustling moved in a circle, a taunting. She turned with it, even as the saliva dried up in her mouth, she turned to face it head-on.
“Which of us did you want that night? Or did it matter?”
“It was never you. Why would I want you? She was beautiful.”
“She was a child.”
“True.” Dwight stepped out in the clearing. “But so was I.”
It broke her heart. One quick snap. “You were Cade’s friend.”
“Sure. Cade and Wade, like twins themselves. Rich and privileged and handsome. And I was their chubby little token. Dwight the Dweeb. Well, I fooled them all, didn’t I?”
He’d have been twelve, she thought, staring at the easy smile on his face. No more than twelve years old. “Why?”
“Call it a rite of passage. They were always first. One or the other of them, always first in everything. I was going to be the first one to have a girl.”
Amusement—it couldn’t be anything but amusement—danced in his eyes. “Not that I could brag on it. Kinda like being Batman.”
“Oh God, Dwight.”
“Hard for you to see that, you being a female. We’ll call it a guy thing. I had a bad itch. Why shouldn’t it have been my good friend Cade’s precious sister I used to scratch it?”
He spoke so calmly, so casually, that the birds continued to sing, liquid notes that ran like tears.
“I didn’t know I was going to kill her. That just … happened. I’d snuck some of my daddy’s whiskey. Drink like a man, you know? My mind was a little fuzzy.”
“You were only twelve. How could you want such a thing?”
He circled the clearing, not really coming closer, just stalking, a patient, anticipatory cat and mouse. “I used to watch the two of you, skinny-dipping, or sprawled out here on your bellies telling secrets. So’d your old man,” he said with a grin. “You might say I was inspired by him. He wanted you. Your old man wanted to fuck you, all right, but he didn’t have the guts. I was better than him, better than any of them. I proved it that night. I was a man that night.”
Town mayor, proud father, devoted husband, loyal friend. What kind of madness could hide so well? “You raped and murdered a child. That made you a man?”
“All my life I heard, ‘Be a man, Dwight.’” The amusement died out of his eyes so they turned cold and blank. “For Christ’s sake, be a man. Can’t be a man if you’re a virgin, can you? And no girl would look twice at me. I fixed that. That night changed my life. Look at me now.”
He spread his arms, stepped closer, watching her. “I got confidence, got myself in shape, and didn’t I end up with the prettiest girl in Progress? I got respect. A beautiful wife, a son. I got position. It all started that night.”
“All those other girls.”
“Why not? You can’t imagine what it’s like—or maybe you can. Yeah, maybe you can. You know how to feel it, don’t you? Their fear. While it’s happening I’m the most important person in the world to them. I am the world to them. There’s a hell of a kick to that.”
She thought of running. The idea whipped in and out of her mind. And she saw the gleam in his eyes, saw he was waiting for her to do just that. Deliberately she slowed her breathing, opened herself. There was the blankness again, like a pit, but around the edges was a kind of ugly hunger.
Recognizing it, anticipating it, was the only weapon she had. “You didn’t even know them. Dwight, they were strangers to you.”
“I just imagine they’re Hope, and it’s that first night all over again. They’re nothing but tramps and losers until I make them into her.”
“It wasn’t the same with Sherry.”
“I didn’t want to wait.” He shrugged. “Lissy isn’t much on sex these days. Can’t blame her. And that sexy little teacher, she wanted it. Wanted it from Wade though, stupid bitch. Well, she got it from me. She wasn’t quite right though. Not quite. Faith’s perfect.”
He saw Tory jolt. “Yeah, you’ve gotten pretty tight with Faith, haven’t you? I plan to be pretty tight with her myself. I was going to wait till August for her, got my little ritual, you know. But I’ll have to move things up. Oh, she’ll be late, by the way. I talked Lissy into going over to see her, and I know my girl. She’ll keep Faith occupied just long enough.” “They’ll know this time, Dwight. You won’t be able to pass it off on someone else.”
“Your father sure did cooperate, didn’t he? Did I mention I was the one who killed your mother? Gave her a call, told her I was a friend and her loving husband was on his way to get her. It just seemed like a nice touch, one that kept the cops on his ass and let me sit back and watch with my concerned-mayor attitude.”
“She was nothing to you.”
“None of them was. Except Hope. And don’t you worry about me. Nobody’ll look to me. I’m an upstanding citizen, and right now I’m out at the mall buying a teddy bear for my unborn child. A big yellow bear. Lissy’s just going to love it.”
“I could never really feel you,” she murmured. “Because there’s nothing there to feel. You’re almost blank inside.”
“I wondered about that. Gave me some bad moments. I took your hand today, a kind of test, just to see. You got nothing from me. But you’re going to feel me, before we’re done. Why don’t you run, the way she did? You know how she ran, and called out. I’ll give you a chance.”
“No. I’ll give myself one.” Without an instant’s hesitation, she stabbed out with the stick, aiming for his eye.
When he screamed, she ran as Hope had done.
The moss tangled in her hair, slithering spider legs, and the ground sucked greedily at her feet. Her shoes slithered, tearing through soaked ferns as she batted viciously at branches.
She saw as Hope had seen, the two images blending into one. Hot summer night merging with steamy afternoon. And felt as Hope had felt, with her own fear and rage leaping just ahead of the childhood terror.
She heard as Hope had heard, the footsteps pounding behind her, the thrashing through the brush.
It was the rage that stopped her, that made her turn before the intent was clear in her mind. It seared through her, black as pitch, as she charged him with teeth and claws.
Stunned by the sudden attack, half blind from the blood, he went down beneath her, howling as she sank her teeth into his shoulder. He struck out, felt the blow connect, but she clung like a burr, raking her nails down his face.
None of the others had been able to fight him, but she would. God, she would.
I am Tory. The words were a battle cry ringing in her ears. She was Tory, and she would fight.
Even when his hands closed around her throat, she tore at him. When her vision grayed, when she was gasping for air, she used her fists.
Someone was shouting her name, wild, desperate calls that echoed inside the roar of blood in her head. She clawed at the hands around her throat, choking when the grip loosened. “I feel you now. Fear and pain. Now you know. Now you know, you bastard.”
She was being lifted away, and she fought mindlessly, her gaze locked on Dwight’s face. Blood ran from his eye, and his cheeks were ripped from her hands.
“Now you know. Now you know.”
“Tory. Stop. Stop. Look at me.”
His face white and running with sweat, Cade held hers until her eyes cleared.
“He killed her. It was always him. I never saw it. He’s hated you his whole life. He’s hated all of you.”
“You’re hurt.”
“No, I’m not. It’s his blood.”
“Cade. My God, she went crazy.” Coughing, Dwight rolled to his side, struggled up to hands and knees. It felt as if he were bleeding from a thousand wounds. His right eye was a burning coal. But his mind worked, and worked fast and cool. “She thought I was her father.”
“Liar!” Rage bloomed again and had her struggling wildly against Cade. “He killed Hope. He was waiting here for me.”
“Killed Hope?” Blood dripped from his torn mouth as Dwight sank back on his knees. “That was almost twenty years ago. She’s sick, Cade. Anybody could see she’s sick. Jesus, my eye. You have to help me.”
He tried to get to his feet and was genuinely shocked when his legs wouldn’t hold him. “For God’s sake, Cade, call an ambulance. I’m going to lose my fucking eye.”
“You knew they came here.” Cade kept Tory’s arms pinned as he studied the ravaged face of his old friend. “You knew they snuck out at night to come in here. I told you myself. We laughed about it.”
“What does that have to do with anything?” Dwight’s good eye wheeled as he heard the slash of wet branches. Carl D., panting with the effort, pushed through the brush. “Thank Christ. Chief, call an ambulance. Tory had some kind of breakdown. Look what she did to me.”
“Sweet Jesus Christ,” Carl D. muttered, as he hurried forward to Dwight’s side.
“He wanted me to run. But I’ve stopped running.” Tory stopped struggling and lay a hand over Cade’s as Carl D. crouched to tie his handkerchief over Dwight’s ruined eye. “He killed Hope, and the others. He killed my mother.”
“I tell you, she’s crazy,” Dwight shouted. He couldn’t see. Goddamn it, he couldn’t see. His teeth began to chatter. “She can’t face what her father did.”
“We’ll get you to the hospital, Dwight, then we’ll sort this all out.” Carl D. looked over at Tory. “Are you hurt?”
“No, I’m not hurt. You don’t want to believe me. You don’t want to believe what he is has been living side by side with you all these years. But it has. It found a way.”
She shifted, met Cade’s eyes. “I’m sorry.”
“I don’t want to believe you, either. But I do.”
“I know it.” And drawing on that, she got to her feet. “The gun he killed my mother with is in the attic of his house, up in the rafters on the south side.” Gently, she rubbed a hand over her throat where the violence of his fingers left their mark. “You made a mistake, Dwight, letting me in that far, getting that close. Should’ve been more careful with your thoughts.”
“She’s lying. She planted it there herself. She’s crazy.” He stumbled as Carl D. pulled him to his feet. “Cade, we’ve been friends all our lives. You have to believe me.”
“There’s something you have to believe,” Cade told him. “If I’d gotten here sooner, you’d be dead now. You believe that. And you remember it.”
“You gotta come on with me now, Dwight.” Carl D. snapped cuffs over his wrists.
“What’re you doing? What the hell are you doing? You’re taking the word of a crazy woman over mine?”
“That gun isn’t where she said, or it doesn’t match what was used to kill a young police officer and a helpless woman, I’ll give you a big apology. Come on with me. Miss Tory, you best go on to the hospital yourself.”
“No.” She wiped the blood off her mouth with the back of her hand. “I haven’t done what I came to do.”
“You go ahead,” Carl D. told them. “I’ll take care of this. Miss Tory, I’ll be by later to see you.”
“She’s crazy.” Dwight screamed it, kept screaming it as Carl D. pulled him away.
“He’s insulted.” With a shaky laugh, Tory pressed her fingers to her eyes. “That’s the primary emotion running through him right now. Insult, that he would be treated like a criminal. It’s even bigger than the hate and the hunger.”
“Step back from him,” Cade demanded. “Don’t look at him.”
“You’re right, Cade. You’re right.”
“Second time I almost lost you. I’ll be damned if it’ll ever happen again.”
“You believed me,” Tory murmured. “I could feel how it hurt you, but you believed me. I can’t tell you what that means.” She put her arms around him, held tight. “You loved him. I’m so sorry.”
“I didn’t even know him.” And still, Cade grieved. “If I could go back—”
“We can’t. I’ve spent a lot of time learning that.”
“Your face is bruised.” He turned his lips to it.
“His is worse.” She leaned her head against his shoulder as they began to walk. “I was running, and I was going to keep on running, then, all at once there was this life inside me. This rage of life. He wasn’t going to win, he wasn’t going to chase me like a fox after a rabbit. For once, he was going to know what it was like. He was going to know.”
He would never get the picture completely out of his head, Cade knew. Of Tory, her face bruised and bloody, tearing like a cat at Dwight. And his hands around her throat.
“He’ll keep denying,” Cade said. “He’ll hire lawyers. But it won’t matter. In the end, it won’t matter what he does.”
“No. I think you can depend on Agent Williams to tie it all up. Poor Lissy.” She sighed. “What will she do?”
Tory stopped in the clearing to gather the fallen flowers. The fire had burned down to sputters, and the light, watery streams of it, slanted through the trees. “I’ll come back and do this another time with Faith. This time is for you and me.” Together they walked to the banks of the river.
“We loved her, and we’ll always remember her.” Tory tossed flowers on the water. “But it’s over now. Finally. I’ve waited so long to say good-bye.”
She had tears in her yet, but they were quiet, and they were healing. They glimmered on her cheeks as she turned to Cade. “I’d like to marry you in the garden tomorrow, and wear my grandmother’s dress.”
He took her hand, kissed it. “Would you?”
“Yes, I would. Yes, I very much would. And I’d like to go to Paris with you, and sit at a table in the sunlight and drink wine, make love with you when the sun’s coming up. Then I want to come back here and build a life with you.”
“We’re already building one.”
He drew her close. The sun shimmered in thin beams, and moss dripped with rain.
Flowers, bright blossoms, floated silently down the river.
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